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Preface

You get my notes at the top because you need context. Firstly, this is one arc of Gravesong 2. There are 3 or 4 planned, and each one will overlap and be from a different perspective. So this is not the ‘end’ of Book 2 when you get to it, but the end of this arc and they will hopefully all come together in the final one.

I also just wrote it and it has not gone through any personal revisions or editing. Diana Gill will be editing this, and I think even before she touches it, I will be doing something to the opening. As novelists love to tell you, an author doesn’t ‘know’ the story until they write it, and in this case, the opening part of this arc is weaker because I was feeling around.

I hope it’s still engaging by the end, and I will also say that I know it’s a pain to read all this in one lump sum–but I’ll take this down when I finish the book, and this is the only way Patreons will be able to read it. I want to share the story as I work on it and I’m okay with sharing this. If it was too bad, I wouldn’t disclose anything. Hopefully you enjoy it, and whether or not you read Gravesong 1, it should stand out as interesting on its own. If you know the rest of the story, that should be icing on the cake. Enjoy, and leave me a comment with any notes.

–pirateaba





Act 1: Huntsong

She lied when they asked her the first question.

“Why did you decide to join the Hunters of Noelictus, Haeight?”

The question came, brusquely, from a man with greying hair and an iconic, copotain-style hat. Tall and wide, cylindrical and flat. It had a badge in the center, secured by a buckle of worn, black leather, and it showed a set of three arrows, crossed together to form a kind of compass-like design.

Only, it wasn’t really three arrows. It was an arrow with fletching, the more compact bolt that came from crossbows, and a stylized arrow, the kind that was fired from a magical wand.

The badge was the only thing polished about the weary [Veteran Hunter] asking the questions. He was a veteran of the Hunter’s Guild and leading the interview in her hometown. There was a [Roadkeeper], a member of the Watch who looked out for crime—and undead—as a representative of the Watch.

The law dictated that the third be a member of her city, not the law or the guild, so the [Mayor] had appointed the town’s [Musician of the Fields], old Errithl, to the post.

He had been sleeping after playing for five hours, but he woke up at the question. None of the three, the [Roadkeeper], the interviewer [Hunter], or Errithl, looked excited.

They were trying to be, she could tell. The girl of fifteen fidgeted and saw the [Roadkeeper], whom she really didn’t know, and Errithl sit up guiltily and smile at her.

They were here to make sure she knew what she was getting into. This was an important moment for her. The old [Hunter] just stared down at the application that she had hand-written.

He had stopped by the town of Laicremis last year, and he would not be back another year. He had interviewed eight applicants and passed two.

Two, for a town of over ten thousand. Most were bound for other jobs. But the Hunter’s Guild did get enough volunteers from towns and villages to be the largest force in Noelictus aside from the army.

He cleared his throat, and Haeight realized she had been staring at his badge. She jumped, then stammered a response, overloud in the silent room.

“I…want to become an acclaimed member of the Guild, Hunter Dorikhem. I wish to serve Noelictus. And be paid well. It would be a great honor, I feel.”

She met those tired eyes, and the old man scratched at his clean-shaven chin. He looked so scruffy in his tattered, old leather armor. He had a scar on his face. Dimples of raised flesh.

Bite marks. Any citizen of Noelictus would know they came from jaws. In this case…the old wounds seemed small. Not an animal’s jaws.

Human?

He noticed her looking. Haeight averted her gaze, but Dorikhem just tapped his face. And his tired voice sharpened.

“Don’t look away, girl. If I cared to hide it, I would wear a scarf or mask like they do in Ailendamus. Take a look and see the wound all Hunters of Noelictus bear. If you cannot do that, get up and leave this room.”

His sharp voice made the other two members of the panel turn. But Haeight met the old man’s gaze and stared at the wounds. She was almost relieved at him snapping.

She’d feared he could tell she was lying.

Lying—the first answer was a lie. She said the thing she thought they’d believe. But it was a lie. She had told a half-truth. She did want to be a great Hunter.

The Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus was famed across Terandria and the world. They were not as numerous as [Knight] orders, but when monsters and undead plagued the lands, they were sent for.

You asked an adventurer to clear a dungeon. A [Knight] to protect and lay down the laws. A [Soldier] to fight wars.

But to wipe out a plague of beasts or stop an army of the undead, you sent for [Hunters]. They had no code of honor. They were efficient and did whatever it took to win.

They were Noelictus’ pride, and Haeight wanted to be one dearly. Just not for the reason she had said.

“You are to be tested.”

The old man was staring at her, looking more awake now. Haeight was ready. He might ask her a number of things; they’d teach her how to fight, and she had put down undead like any girl growing up in Noelictus. She’d been practicing with a sword all year.

But to her surprise, the old man didn’t ask one of the basic questions. He was supposed to point at the badge on his head and ask what the three arrows were.

Fletched arrow, crossbow bolt, and [Light Arrow] spell. Haeight had obviously heard from other applicants what some questions were. But she may have annoyed the old man.

Because instead, he pointed at his cheek.

“What caused this bite? You have three guesses.”

That threw her completely. The two members of the panel gave Haeight a look that said this was the hardest question he’d asked so far.

“Wh-what species or what kind of monster, Hunter?”

She tried to play for time. The girl looked up, her pale white hair swinging in its braid as she gulped. She had pale yellow eyes, like a dandelion, and the color blossomed in her irises just like the flower.

“Three questions. If you fail three times, this interview is over. No more chances.”

Panicking, she stared at his scars. The girl hesitated—then blurted an answer.

“A Ghoul. A Human Ghoul.”

It was what she had thought from the start. Only a Ghoul would be fast enough to get him, and they could leap on you and bite. Her family was askance at the idea of her hunting dangerous undead, but Haeight…

“No.”

He shot her down. Haeight bit her lip.

“Was I right about—?”

“Guess. Second chance.”

His eyes were suddenly merciless and intent. Haeight wavered. She sat forwards; she was far back in the room, and she squinted.

She had good eyes, and she’d stood watch on the walls, shooting arrows, before. She thought she would do well. She wanted to be one of the best.

She’d rise to Guildmistress of a local chapter, then the Guildmistress of the entire Hunter’s Guild. Then she’d fulfill her promise to Duchess Greina, and they’d clear up all the corruption and laziness in—

Haeight couldn’t fail now! Not untested! She thought they had to be a Human’s teeth. There was that roundness to the molars, and some of the scars showed tears. A beast’s teeth tore differently, or so she thought.

“Human. A Human zombie.”

She hazarded a second guess. Instantly, Hunter Dorikhem shook his head.

“Wrong.”

He sat there, steepling his gloved hands together. And now old Errithl spoke.

“Hunter…this seems like a difficult test to pass. Haeight is young, but I’ve seen her standing watch. She’s a markswoman with a bow already, a Level 12 [Archer] and a Level 8 [Warrior]. She’d be a credit to the Hunter’s Guild. Upon my word.”

“She’d make basic [Guardsman] already.”

The [Roadkeeper] murmured, surprised by Haeight’s level. Being above Level 10 at her age wasn’t the most impressive thing; most could boast that. But having two classes at a decent level?

Hunter Dorikhem glanced at the [Musician] and shrugged fractionally. He never moved as he spoke.

“I have changed the parameters of the exam based on my judgment. As is my right. If you object, you may lodge a protest at the Hunter’s Guild. Last question, girl.”

The two examiners glanced at her anxiously as Haeight rose to her feet. She hesitated, then left her chair.

“May I approach, Hunter Dorikhem?”

“I never said you could not.”

His tone was steady, but his eyes flicked to her face as she walked over and stared closely at his cheek. He might have sounded the slightest bit approving, and she exhaled at the daring to stare up close at…

The scars were so old she couldn’t tell anything more. Haeight’s heart sank. She spoke after a long pause.

“The—the scar on your cheek isn’t gashes, Hunter Dorikhem. Whatever bit you never closed its mouth all the way. Nor are the marks jagged as I’d expect from fangs. A wolf or bear or something fiercer would have larger teeth, too. These are about the size of mine, even if the scar’s grown. No Creler leaves that kind of scar, and I’ve heard their poison makes the scars change color slightly.”

She was basing this off her knowledge from listening to adventurers, training, and intuition. Dorikhem said nothing, but the [Roadkeeper] was nodding in great approval.

A fifteen-year-old girl dared to stretch out her hand.

“May I—touch the scars, Hunter Dorikhem?”

“I never said you could not.”

This time there was the slightest approval in his tone. Errithl blinked at the daring, and Haeight touched the scars, then recoiled instantly.

“They’re—”

Cold! The scars were cold. Not that the man’s flesh was warm, but there was a chill to the scars she hadn’t realized yet. Both the other two members of the panel stared at the man’s cheek.

What left cold scars years after he had been wounded? The Hunter just took a sip of water.

“One guess left.”

“Come now, Hunter. This is too far. Haeight is the most qualified girl you have interviewed yet. The most in all of Laicremis. She’s not joining just for gold or to see the rest of Noelictus like the other two. This is not a fair question.”

Dorikhem never looked at Errithl.

“Hunting is not fair. My judgment stands. Tell me, Haeight. If you wish to be a [Hunter]—what bit me?”

She looked in his eyes, and he smiled without mirth. Was he part of the corruption she was going to get rid of?

Perhaps he was. Lazy [Hunters] with their Hunter’s Card, issued by the crown. She’d seen so few compared to the stories, and they were supposed to be everywhere. But it seemed like they were earning gold for Noelictus abroad more than at home.

I want to join the guild because I want it to change. I will be a great [Hunter], and no one will fear undead or any other monster the length and breadth of the Kingdom of Shade. I will reach levels no one has dreamed of. Level 70. Higher. I will go to Rhir if I must, because I will have slain every evil in Terandria.

The girl was going to cry. She knew this was an unfair question now, and the old man hadn’t even told her if it was undead.

It could have been a bite in a barfight, or from any number of other, chance reasons. Maybe that coldness was something else? She didn’t even know if it had been that unnaturally cold now. She blinked her stinging eyes as he stared up at her, and her voice wobbled.

“It was an undead.”

The two others on the panel looked at her. Haeight shook her head rapidly and saw Dorikhem’s eyes narrow.

“It was. I think. It had to be undead. If it was, it was a Human’s bite. No. Wait.”

She stared at the man’s cheek, and the next words were automatic.

“It was a half-Elf’s bite. And it came from a frozen Ghoul. No—no, a frozen zombie. It was a frozen zombie because a Ghoul would have bit you so fast that you’d have lost your cheek.”

“You said zombie before.”

“Yes, but this was a half-Elf because it was a Frostmarrow zombie. It came out of the snows.”

Even the [Roadkeeper] looked bemused by the answer. She turned to Errithl, worried for Haeight.

“A what?”

“Winter zombies. Rare and powerful. Three times tougher than regular undead. I’ve only seen them twice my entire life. Why a half-Elf?”

The girl was terrified as she stuttered her conclusion out loud.

“Because—those are the kind of species that create more powerful undead. Because half-Elves are more magical than Humans. But if it was a higher-level [Warrior] who died, they’d be a Ghoul. Only a half-Elf would create a zombie you could stop from tearing your cheek off that leaves a cold bite. That I know of.”

The old [Hunter] looked her in the eyes, and then he rose to his feet.

He wore a long cloak of old leather, as worn as he was. He strode out the doors of the interviewing room without a word, into the grey skies of Noelictus.

Haeight stood there, hoping he’d turn to her and call her after him. Or say she’d passed. But the old man just walked out of that room.

“Ridiculous. Did he take offense because you stared? I stared. Hunter!”

Errithl was trying to hobble after him, angry. The [Roadkeeper] was trying to console Haeight.

“You can apply next year, Haeight. Most would join at sixteen, regardless. Spend a year in the Watch. I’ll sponsor you to patrol the roads with the [Roadkeepers].”

The girl was gulping down tears of disappointment. But she had promised Duchess Greina…! The [Duchess] was already a famous Silver-rank adventurer who’d killed a Crypt Lord, and Haeight couldn’t wait!

“Haeight! Haeight!”

Errithl’s voice came from outside, urgent. Haeight turned and ran outside with the [Roadkeeper].

Maybe Hunter Dorikhem had changed his mind? But when she left, she saw he was striding down the town’s road. He was four hundred feet already and walking on. But Errithl was pointing after him.

“Go after him! Run, Haeight! Do you have your things?”

“He failed me. You didn’t convince him, Errithl. Not even the [Duke] can order Hunters around without a good reason.”

Haeight’s vision was blurry—but the old [Musician] seized her arm and shouted.

“He never said, did he? Look! He’s trying to leave you—run, girl! Before he gets to the others and the horses! He said you were the last one before he headed back!”

Her eyes widened. She looked ahead—and the old [Hunter] was moving fast. So Haeight ran inside for her pack—then dashed out the door, shouting.

Heads turned in her town, and she made more noise than she had in her entire life as the old [Hunter] strode away. He was at the stables, and the twelve applicants to the Hunter’s Guild were riding down the road before she caught up.

He hadn’t even kept a horse for her. When he saw her appear, she was clutching at her side. The old [Hunter] looked over his shoulder and clicked his tongue.

“I’ve grown slow.”

Slow? The girl was clutching at her side and tasted iron in her lungs. The other prospective Hunters gave Haeight an admiring look.

She had run two miles in twelve minutes, the length of the entire town and out the gates and down the road. Hunter Dorikhem was so fast, even when he appeared to walk, he’d left her behind.

In fact, the Watch was only now shouting at him to come back, and a trio of people on horses had rode out to stop him for her.

The Hunter stared down at Haeight, then clicked his tongue again.

“Get a horse, girl. I’ll hear it from the [Duke] and the [Mayor] if I don’t take you.”

——

When she was mounted and riding towards the capital and the central Hunter’s Guild for training, Haeight finally caught her breath.

She was mystified by the old Hunter’s attitude. He had been warned by the [Mayor] that if she had passed—and she had—he had to take her without tricks. Hunter Dorikhem rode in the center of the group, letting the others ride ahead.

It was just the road, and there was no need to follow signs to the capital. Some of the others had even made the journey, and they were talking in hushed, excited voices about visiting the capital of Menorome, the City of Repose.

The old man seemed tired again, and he rode without bothering to control his mount. He called out once to the group.

“You’ll make supper and set the camp up. My job is only to take you to the main guild. But we’ll grade your accuracy with a crossbow and bow first. Save some energy for that.”

He didn’t even tell them to keep an eye out for brigands, monsters, or undead. Haeight was excited to use the bow that was strapped to Dorikhem’s back, a huge one she feared she might not be able to draw unaided.

But she was angry at him, too. Why had he picked on her? She hesitated for about half an hour, then asked him directly.

“Hunter Dorikhem. Why did you try to leave me behind and fail me? I was right, wasn’t I?”

He glanced at her as they rode down the roads, like lines of pale chalk in black loam, snaking towards the capital. Come night, it would be dangerous and the undead would arise. Only a [Hunter] would dare even make camp outside a building for the night.

Was he a worn-out veteran or a great [Hunter]? He seemed so tired, but he ducked his head once.

“You were right.”

“It was a Frostmarrow zombie?”

Her heart leapt. The man half-shook his head and glanced at her under the brim of his hat. His eyes were a shining, pale silver.

“Yes. But it was also a half-Elf. I would have failed you if you had said Human. You guessed too well.”

Haeight’s mouth opened in outrage.

“Why me, Hunter?”

He looked at her, then through her. The old man’s weary gaze roamed the shades of grey that were Noelictus. Haeight looked around too, then saw him study the ground, as if unconcerned, as if he were not a Hunter and he should be ever-vigilant.

She conceived a great dislike for the man, then. But his next response infuriated her more.

“The Duchess Greina recommended you to our guild. Our rising star who left the Guild herself. You should follow her.”

“Why…?”

Haeight hadn’t been able to conceive why Greina would break her promise like that. She was two years older than Haeight. Greina was seventeen, and she’d quit the Guild to become a Silver-ranker.

The old [Hunter] didn’t answer. He just glanced at Haeight again.

“Run off and join her team. You would be a better adventurer. You’re too bright and quick, girl. Leave this lot to me. The Hunter’s Guild is not for you.”

“Wh—why? Because you think I’m too idealistic? Because I won’t make it? Because I have a friend in the Duchess?”

She demanded hotly, and a few of the other aspirants looked around, troubled. Hunter Dorikhem just stared down at the ground. Then he spoke.

“No. We just don’t need your kind. You’ll quit or be one of the ones who roams from Noelictus’ borders. If you even make it to full [Hunter]. Mark my words. The Hunter’s Guild doesn’t need burning torches of passion. Just candles, like the capital. Take my advice. You’re wasted on us.”

She was so enraged as he rode ahead that she was unable to breathe for a good few seconds. Then she raised her voice and shouted at his back in broad daylight.

“I will be the greatest [Hunter] that Noelictus’ Guild has ever seen! Mark me, Hunter Dorikhem!”

Then—and only then, the old man met her eyes. His eyes flashed under his hat, and his greying hair blew as he raised his head. She felt a terrible fear, and a chill swept over her skin.

Her horse stopped in the road and turned, whinnying in fear. But one look from the old [Hunter] and it froze dead up, the whites of its eyes showing. The girl met the [Hunter]’s gaze as long as she could, body trembling with effort.

Then he grinned, that old veteran. Mirthlessly. And sadly. Almost as if he feared she would be right.

“Try, girl. If you do—no one will do more than thank you for it. If you become the best [Hunter]—maybe. Hah. Maybe!”

Then he rode off, laughing, as the new recruits stared at his back. And that was how Haeight became a Hunter of Noelictus.

That was four years ago.

——

She still wondered why he laughed, as she went through surprisingly grueling training, was issued a custom-made crossbow so heavy she needed the stirrup to cock it properly, skull-shattering, iron-tipped bolts, and a hatchet.

They had requirements at the Hunter’s Guild. You could train for a long time, and they relaxed some requirements if you couldn’t make it in one area. But generally—to even become a [Novice Hunter], you had to be of a certain fitness.

Haeight had expected the [Hunters] to have slacked off from the ‘old days’ that some of the retired Hunters talked about. Her town had had a few—not high-level ones. The highest-level she’d met had been Level 26, but he’d given fifty years of patrolling and slaying undead to Noelictus.

He was admittedly untalented, but she had greatly respected him as a real Hunter, unlike the ones who infested the capital according to Greina. The standards hadn’t changed from his day.

To become a [Novice Hunter] and be allowed to head out on hunts under a full [Hunter]’s eye in a squad, you had to pass at least six months of training.

Thousands of applicants had joined Haeight. If you failed the first round of training, you could continue, but you’d be put to work earning your keep by maintaining armor, picking up basic alchemy, blacksmithing, tending to horses, cooking, cleaning—

The Hunter’s Guild needed every profession imaginable. [Tailors] for clothing, expert [Washers] to get blood, poisons, and thorns out of that clothing, [Fletchers]—and any [Hunter] had a gamut of such talents.

But physically—they had to be able to run a mile in six minutes without Skills. Be strong enough to cock a crossbow at a hundred pounds of draw. March fifty miles in a day with a pack and their armor on. No bags of holding. Climb a cliffside with their bare hands. Swim across one of the great lakes near the capital.

She’d passed all the tests on her first try. So had Greina, apparently, except for the running because she wasn’t that fast and shorter. But they’d moved her to [Novice Hunter] because she was gifted.

After that, you were placed in a squad, and one of the older [Hunters] would mentor a team of six. They sent Haeight out with five [Novice Hunters] under the cheerful Hunter Aishe.

“Never you all mind about your Hunter’s Card! You only get that if you’re assigned to the capital; I’ve never gotten more than a five-gold card for killing an undead bear! Get to Level 30 if you want a guaranteed whiff at all that. We work at our Guild.”

Hunter Dorikhem hadn’t taken them to the main guild at the capital, which was arguably the safest as well as the largest. The local Hunter’s Guild was responsible for the entire region under Duke Fiskren’s domain, and they did hunt undead in the wild.

This was all mystifying to Haeight, and she was bold enough to say so to Aishe. Her teammates were well familiar with Haeight’s views, and they rolled their eyes when she brought it up.

“So we’re going on a hunt to kill undead, Hunter Aishe? How often do you hunt?”

“Let’s see. They have us scrambling. It’s a wide region, and everything that dies gets back up. Bear country is no joke. Let me put it like this; you can spend three days in the month at base! The rest you’ll be out there. Of course, you get breaks, but when you hunt, you hunt. Having second thoughts?”

He gave her a keen look, and she shook her head, smiling.

“No…that’s what I wanted. I feared we’d be indoors all day.”

Aishe focused on Haeight again and grunted.

“Ah. You’re the rookie who brings up the rumors about the main guild. Nevermind them. We lose good, honest [Hunters] to them now and then. I think they do most of the work—it’s not guaranteed you go, and you only go if you’re actually promising. A shame. Most of us won’t. If you want to ask questions—do it after we get to our camp. We’re moving thirty miles, and lest you think it’s a walk in the park, we’re going uphill all the way.”

He was a Level 22 [Death Hunter], a specialist in killing undead. He didn’t level highly, but he was serious at his work and a four-year veteran. He pushed Haeight and her teammates hard, and she loved him for it.

If that was all, Haeight would have been confused by Greina’s actions—though she had little time to do more than write letters to her childhood friend. After a year of [Novice Hunter] work, she was Level 17, a [Novice Hunter] after consolidating both [Archer] and [Warrior] into the class.

Aishe said she was leveling exceptionally fast. And that was despite his no-risks, efficient style to hunting.

They tracked all the bears they could find, and the instant one died, they knew where it was and were placing beartraps down.

Not for living bears, though they’d sometimes cull one nearing the end of its lifespan to avoid it getting back up.

They went after zombies. Aishe would have his team set up traps, then draw the zombie bear into the steel jaws of the beartraps while they shot crossbows at its skull to destroy it and free the dead magic within.

He didn’t level up much, possibly because his team didn’t even get close to most of the bears they hunted. They spent more time repairing busted beartraps and clearing ambush spots than patching wounds from fighting.

Efficient. Risk-free. The closest they’d come to danger was when six bears died, thanks to a ghoul bear.

The sight of it running around, savaging living bears, able to run, had left Haeight ready for battle. But Aishe had just had them up in trees, and once he’d warned the Guild and local villages and had them hide—he’d set the bear on fire after baiting it clear of anything flammable.

It had burned, trying to climb up the slicked trees they’d prepared, then snapping at beartraps while it pushed over tree after tree. And all the while, Aishe had calmly told the team to keep firing, ready to leap down with a mace in hand.

That was a Hunter of Noelictus, and Haeight had been proud to work with him. Never once had he put the [Novice Hunters] in danger, slacked off his job, or let the undead roam free and threaten innocents.

That night, she’d reached Level 18 and had been about to announce her new level so her team could celebrate. She was about to turn to Aishe and ask if he wanted to join her on her time off in town, and she’d finally worked up the courage to ask him.

Then he handed her a notice saying that her squad was being broken up.

They were [Hunters], now. And Noelictus had more need of their talents alone than as a squad.

——

The second and third year, Haeight had embarked on solo hunts, smaller-scale but far more dangerous because she might go alone to take down undead troubling a village or simply patrol a given area.

Hunters had a lot of autonomy. Just like roving [Knights], after a probation, you were trusted with the authority to make your own calls.

If you wanted to move in a squad, you could. If you just needed a partner or the ability to summon the local Watch or militias, you could do that, too.

Aishe, having been well-respected, had vouched for Haeight and her team, and so they were given more of a chance to prove themselves. In turn, Haeight had asked and been granted the chance to take undead on by herself.

The first group she had to dispatch was six zombies, and one nearly grabbed her arm after she shot five down in a row. She hacked it away, and she realized how dangerous the shambling corpse was and how being grabbed by just four in close-quarters was death.

Hugely embarrassing, especially because she’d had an observer monitoring her. And who should it be but—

Hunter Dorikhem. The old man was high-level and highly-ranked, and he belonged to the capital’s guild, much to her intense dislike.

He didn’t do anything. Just went around collecting new [Hunters] once a year and observed new [Hunters] at work. He never answered the call for a dangerous foe.

Even when Aishe had called in the Bear Ghoul, he’d just been on ‘standby’. But he was high-level, and he’d seen her nearly get grabbed.

“Your armor is meant to let you survive a bite or mauling in a fight, Hunter Haeight. It’s tough, and if you reach a higher rank, we’ll enchant it and give you a custom-made crossbow. Even an enchanted one that reloads and bolts that will blow a Crypt Lord’s head off with a single shot.”

The old [Hunter] was actually lying on a rock, staring at the sky. He had both his eyes closed, and he yawned hugely as Haeight stumped over with the six zombie heads. She was red-faced.

“Yes, Hunter Dorikhem? I know that.”

He opened one eye and gave her a raised brow.

“Do you? Because that armor is also lightweight, unlike the plate [Knights] clunk about in. It’s meant for you to keep moving in. Not to stand still and let the zombies reach you. If those were Ghouls, you’d be dead.”

She knew he was right and ducked her head. Hunter Dorikhen lay there and muttered at the sky.

“You’re a decent shot. Keep patrolling. I’m going to sleep.”

He had the daring to sleep in the wilds where she was killing some zombies that had appeared—improperly buried from a forgotten graveyard, given that no one had reported a lot of deaths recently. They were old, falling apart, and she’d killed twenty-eight before parting ways.

Haeight hadn’t made the same mistake—twice. But she had gotten close to her foes to hack them apart. She could have played it safe like Aishe did, but Haeight had felt like she needed the experience.

By the time three years had passed, Duchess Greina was a famous Gold-rank adventurer that everyone was saying might become Named-rank, and they hadn’t sent each other a letter for over fourteen months.

But Haeight was a Level 25 [Close-Combat Hunter] by then, and she had spent nearly every day of the eight days in a week, thirty-two days a month, and sixteen months a year hunting down undead. Even if she didn’t kill one in a single week, she was scouting for them, making sure the graveyards were secured and helping lay the recently deceased to eternal rest.

The Hunter’s Guild decided that a two-year [Hunter] who’d hit Level 20 before she’d even turned twenty in age herself—Haeight was eighteen—was worthy of a promotion. So they’d assigned her to harder targets, not just patrolling a region.

At the start of her fourth year, Hunter Haeight walked back into the Hunter’s Guild and hugged Aishe the moment she saw him shepherding around a new team of wide-eyed [Novice Hunters].

That was the moment Haeight looked around and felt like she had just woken up.

A warm summer’s breeze blew through Noelictus like a passing shadow. The grey grass outside of the Hunter’s Guild rustled, and the pale chalk roads were worn. All the boots of the Hunters returning were covered with dust.

You could tell who the new trainees were—they were the ones who hadn’t gotten anything on their fresh leather boots. Their black clothing was still pristine, like a warm shadow. It was even warm with the sun shining down for the longest moment in the Kingdom of Shade.

Soon, the black clothing would be welcome, for nights and winters in Noelictus grew long, and the dark cloth would retain the meager sunlight. It would also keep the [Hunters] like shadows as they stalked their prey. Not that undead usually had eyes to see—but the black covered grime and blood.

Haeight caught a glimpse of her own face in a bared steel blade as another [Hunter] passed with a greatsword on his back.

Her white hair was growing long, but she’d tied it back behind her head because she hadn’t been near a [Barber] in ages. If it grew too long, she’d just cut it off. She had a smear of dirt on one cheek, and she looked—

Older. Three years had turned a teenager into a tall [Hunter] with a piercing stare. She had a hatchet at her side she could draw in a second and a crossbow on her back. Her hat had a tear in it from where a Ghoul had knocked it off with a claw, and her black clothing still looked loose on her despite the muscle she’d put on over the years.

Her belt hung with three bottles of glowing liquid, two bright green, one purple. The healing potions this year had odd color schemes, and the stamina potion tasted like a cockroach’s excrement.

She looked like she was ready for a war. Haeight had a pack on her back filled with gear from everything for climbing a cliff for a lookout to setting up a fortified tent, tripwires…

“You’re running heavy, Hunter Haeight. What happened to travelling light from a base?”

Aishe teased her. Hunter Haeight self-consciously slung her pack from her shoulders and let it rest on the ground. She had barely noticed the weight after nearly a month on the road.

“I’ve been recalled.”

“That’s right. And the Guild is abuzz about it. Bearskull Squad, this is your senior, Hunter Haeight. One of our Guild’s fastest-rising [Hunters]. She started killing bears, and she’s brought down her first Ghoul pack—solo, I heard.”

The [Novice Hunters] looked impressed, but Aishe gave Haeight a mildly reproving look they didn’t see. She flushed, used to him being in charge.

“I would have called for backup, but they were on the road and they spotted me. It was only four of them. I trapped two with beartraps and took one down at range. I had to take down one Ghoul with an axe. That’s all. If I had time, I would have called in two more [Hunters] and ambushed them. But they were close to a village.”

A few [Hunters] nodded as they slowed to listen to her accounting. They looked approving, and Aishe squeezed her shoulder.

“Fought like a true Hunter. No mercy, no mistakes. I wasn’t criticizing you, Haeight. I just hope new [Hunters] learn safety first. You had the situation under control, and that’s what they have to learn. Control.”

He emphasized that for Bearskull’s benefit, and they nodded respectfully. Two were actually older than Haeight and Aishe, in their mid-twenties, but they felt green to Haeight. She searched their faces, two pale, one brown-skinned and the other oddly tanned.

Foreigner? All but one looked exceptionally nervous and attentive. The last had a toughened look about him and scars on his right hand. Which had a pair of spiked knuckles on it. A brass guard shaped around his fist…

Hunter Aishe noticed the look and mouthed as he turned his head.

“[Convict].”

Oh, a criminal who’d elected to be a [Hunter] rather than face exile, imprisonment, or worse. Haeight kept her face straight. She hadn’t served with a [Hunter] like that, but she heard some took to it and became great [Hunters].

This one looked slightly unruly, but Aishe definitely had him in hand. Nothing like chopping at a zombie bear to get even the toughest criminal listening to orders. Or gone.

This one had to be able to follow orders if he had passed training. He might be from another nation, and he seemed unsettled by the entire lack of color that Noelictus’ folk were used to. He kept staring at the only bright objects around: some imported fruit from the coast.

Yellow bananas. A luxury from Baleros. Every [Hunter] was grabbing one as they passed. By contrast, even Noelictus’ apples were oddly grey. Grey butter, black bread—it tasted excellent, but some complained that Noelictus was a drab kingdom.

The retort from Noelictus’ folk was that the rest of the world was too chaotic and vibrant. There was no subtlety, just garish colors. Haeight wouldn’t know, but she stepped over and claimed a banana with Aishe.

“A gift from the capital. For the occasion.”

Aishe murmured, and his face fell a second. Haeight didn’t understand what he meant and greedily peeled the fruit and bit into it. It was as sweet as could be, and she chewed slowly.

“More riches? I’d heard they did that, but I’ve been in the field most of the past three years.”

“Hmm. They had Ashfire Bee honey two months back, and I missed that—and a feast of pheasants they sent last winter’s solstice. I’m sorry I missed it. That would have been fine, eating all those birds under an eclipse. The capital at least knows what we like.”

Food was welcome, and Haeight had to admit, the gold that went into the Hunter’s Guild, arguably more than the standing army received, paid for good gear. They were armed better than Bronze-rank adventurers, arguably as well as Silver-rank already. And Gold-rank adventurers had sometimes claimed that Hunters of Noelictus matched them for gear quality.

—Yet she chewed sourly on the thought of the future, and Aishe noticed. He clapped her on the shoulder again.

“Come now. Let’s not talk about sadness a moment. You’ve made a splash, and you’re on your way up. What’s your level, if you don’t mind sharing?”

That was often private, but Hunters told the Guild, and Haeight was fine with sharing it.

“Twenty-five.”

Aishe whistled, and she flushed.

“Twenty-five. You’ve passed me. I’ve only reached Level 24 in seven years. One level a year’s fast, you know.”

She shrugged, turning self-conscious and wishing the new [Hunters] weren’t watching her from a distance.

“I take more risks than when I was in Bearskull Squad. Not too many, but I did run into that Ghoul squad, and I have to do the work of a team—or call in for help. I usually prefer to do it myself.”

He thumped her shoulder with a warning sigh.

“Well, take less. I worried when I heard about the Ghouls…and any [Hunter] can die in a second. Today proves that if we ever forgot. Besides, you’re under the capital’s eye. I heard that they’re marking you as a Dedicated Hunter. They might invite you to take up residence in the main guild. Are you going to turn them down?”

Something about the way he spoke made Haeight frown, but the talk of her future made her grimace and focus on that.

Dedicated Hunter.

The ranks went from Novice Hunter to regular Hunter and then diversified. You became a Squad Leader, like Aishe, a Roaming Hunter assigned to a region like Haeight had been—and could be recommended or promoted higher.

Dedicated Hunter was a term for an expert considered proficient enough to fight undead so dangerous even regular Hunters wouldn’t engage them without a lot of support. They didn’t roam or keep to a region. They went to the most dangerous areas and took on significant threats.

Just what Haeight wanted. Aishe gave her a serious look.

“Crypt Lords, Ghoul packs, zombie hordes, special-type undead…even ghosts and the like if any were still around. You’ll be hunting down rogue [Necromancers] and the like. The only downside is—they picked you for the main guild in Menorome. You’d have to move. Not that the capital’s a sorry place to live. There’s nowhere brighter or more fun.”

And nowhere more corrupt. Every [Hunter] knew it, and Haeight’s mouth twisted on her last bite of banana.

“Greina got there before she quit. Are they still using Hunter’s Cards?”

“Worse. I hear there are some that are unlimited. The Landsreight Parliament voted to stop it—but I heard Prince Seratoito’s faction pushed for a relief on the noble’s taxes instead, and the matter was dropped.”

Politics. Haeight sort of followed what was meant—she knew about Prince Seratoito’s rumors, and he sounded indulgent if nothing else. Then again, he was also a supporter of the Hunter’s Guild, likely because he’d married Huntress Agshiga, who led the Deathhunt, the most elite group of [Hunters] who were deployed to take on the greatest threats.

Maybe that’s why the main guild did nothing, though. Suddenly, the banana felt like an indulgence, and Haeight tossed it towards a pile of peels. She spoke as she wiped her gloves on her surcoat.

“I want to see what it’s like. Besides, someone has to do all the work. What little they do. I hope everyone understands I’m serious. Not—taking a shortcut because I’m lazy.”

Aishe gave her a knowing smile and a shake of the head.

“No one doubts you’re hard-working, Haeight. Your level proves that! As for work…the capital has to have thousands of people who die every year of natural causes if nothing else. You might get more jobs tending to localized undead like that. Imagine a zombie horde in the capital. They have to be at least on their toes about that. And a Dedicated Hunter goes anywhere in the kingdom. And it is your route to promotion. And if you do get a card and break—maybe treat us all to something, heh?”

She smiled ruefully as a few [Hunters] laughed and nodded.

“If I do, I’ll send the card straight over with a boatload of bananas. Don’t tell me they’re already giving us gifts just because I’m being called over. And am I going to be travelling to the capital now or whenever Hunter Dorikhem heads back from his recruiting rounds? That’ll be pleasant. I truly hope I don’t have to pick up his slack.”

She had thought the bananas were there for her. But Aisha’s confused face turned somber as Haeight spoke…and she realized mid-sentence that something was wrong.

Every [Hunter] had gone quiet, and only now did Haeight realize—there were a lot of [Hunters] here, even for the summer’s recruitment and coming back for reassignment or rest. She had the sudden feeling of incongruity. Of making a mistake, like raising her voice when old Errithl was about to play music in the fields.

“What’s wrong?”

Aishe swallowed slowly and lowered his snack. His face was calm. He delivered the news with the kind of resigned loss of a [Soldier] in war. Detached. Judgment removed from his tone.

“Haeight. You must not have heard. I guess they just recalled you, so no one—Hunter Dorikhem’s finished his last hunt.”

Dorikhem had—? Haeight stood there, shocked. The image of the old man watching her as she embarrassed herself—riding away, staring at her during her interview—

Flickered in her vision.

“How? Was it old age?”

She couldn’t believe it. Aishe didn’t want to say. He flicked his gaze right.

“The capital didn’t say. But his coffin’s here. He’s to be buried in our graveyard, since this was the Guild where he started. It was his request.”

“When’s the service…?”

“Tomorrow. I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”

Haeight stood there, mouth open. She had thought that old man would be there for ages. Then she had a question, which only grew in the silence.

How did he die?

——

There was something wrong in the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus. Everyone knew it.

The Hunters were a well-armed, trained, highly-equipped force of professional slayers. More efficient than any Knight-Order. Courageous. Hard-working.

Despite that, they weren’t everywhere. It felt like reports of rogue [Necromancers] or undead attacks were too frequent. The Hunter’s Guild of Fiskren was always at work, and they had a good control of the land even though every dead creature inevitably rose again.

However, even they had moments when undead overwhelmed their [Hunters] in the field. Then all you could do was instruct everyone to stay indoors until weather, [Hunters], or even the army helped reduce the number of monsters or undead in the area.

The problem was that this shouldn’t occur. The heart of the Hunter’s Guild in Menorome should have the [Hunters] to dispatch to any struggling region: Dedicated Hunters putting down threats and spreading outwards until all of Noelictus was as safe as you could ask for, given the circumstances.

Yet it was Hunters like Dorikhem who let everything slide to corruption. The Hunter’s Cards, stories of brave people like Greina who quit rather than go the distance once they were assigned to the capital, proved the capital was full of indolence and lazy [Hunters] who began to grow fat on the riches from Menorome and their higher ranks.

Since she was a girl, Haeight had known this. Her chance-friendship with the lonely Duchess Greina meant that she’d occasionally heard Duke Fiskren himself grousing about the Landsreight, the Parliament of nobility that voted on measures for the kingdom. The most powerful body besides the [King] and [Queen] themselves, of course.

The problem was getting worse. Thirty-two years ago, when Princess Nicterise had wed Marquis Allorrev, the Hunter’s Cards had begun being issued. And even before then, rumors of ineptitude or laziness had been floating around the capital for ages.

Something had to be done. Greina and Haeight had promised to both become [Hunters] and clean up the Hunter’s Guild. A silly child’s promise, but Haeight had never forgotten it, and she trusted Greina had not. She only feared whatever Greina had seen had been so bad it had driven her childhood friend away from the Hunter’s Guild altogether.

Either that or Greina wasn’t the woman that Haeight remembered. She would find out, but Haeight had thought it would be men like Dorikhem who would stand in her way, maybe even be complicit in the corruption.

Petty, lazy, and complacent. She had never heard nor seen him kill anything when he went on his recruiting tours, and the rest of the year he was in the capital. He only came by once or twice a year to monitor young [Hunters]—or recruit prospects, the literal easiest jobs you could ask for.

It wasn’t like he’d been so badly wounded that was the only thing he could do. She remembered clearly how fast he’d walked when he’d tried to lose her, and he’d worn the finest gear you could ask for. Thousands of gold pieces compared to her unenchanted weapons and armor.

He was the symbol of the Hunter Guild’s inner rot, to her. An opponent she would cross blades with to get at the truth if she had to. An aggravating goal. A symbol, in a way.

He had not wanted to make her a [Hunter]. All these things Haeight thought as she attended the funeral the next day. Her first glimpse of Dorikhem was of a coffin, as she lined up with the other [Hunters]. A box of rosewood, lacquered with a simple varnish and lined with silver at the edges, and his name etched in purifying silver.

It smelled of salt and alchemical tonics. His body had been treated, doubtless, beheaded, and the coffin was lined with silver so that he would not get up again. Anyone high-level had to be buried properly. Or a great monster might arise from their corpse.

Haeight was already shaken, but as the [Hunters] solemnly passed by his coffin, placing white flowers or simply nodding, pausing a while, speaking if they’d known them or touching the brims of their caps—she stared from her position near the back of the line.

As a new [Hunter], she had not known him long. Yet even the older [Hunters] didn’t know much of Dorikhem. She listened to quiet murmurs in line.

Stories.

“I heard he joined the capital when he was sixteen.”

“Sixteen?”

“He was a [Hunter] at fourteen.”

“Truly? I had no notion.”

A pair of senior [Hunters] were murmuring together. The oldest, a [Hunter] with white hair—from age, not natural hair color—was in charge of training recruits, replied. Her voice crackled from a wound she had taken to her throat long ago.

“A child from the streets. He was inducted rather than let starve. Given a choice between being a [Hunter] or aught else. He took to it. I’m told he killed a Ghoul with his bare hands in his first year as a novice. He was a true prodigy.”

“What happened when he got to the capital?”

The older Hunter paused and shrugged. She lowered her voice further.

“He slew a thousand undead each year. At least, to hear the stories of him when I was a girl. He worked harder than most…then he slowed. By the time he was recruiting, I knew him mostly as the man you did. I won’t speak poorly of him. He served Noelictus well.”

Haeight listened with burning curiosity. Dorikhem had been that good? What had changed? Then she drew closer to the coffin and realized something else that was—off.

It was a closed casket.

Strange. Why closed? Even if they had to—sever the head, Noelictus had a custom of letting their loved ones see the deceased one last time. If only to make sure they were properly laid to rest. Dorikhem should have been lying there for his family to see, if he had any. At least the other [Hunters] deserved to see his face.

It was all strange. As she drew near the coffin and heard the older [Hunters] murmuring a farewell, Haeight was shaking. She looked down at his name, engraved in silver.

Veteran of the Hunt, Undead Hunter Dorikhem Fiskren.

She almost jumped—until she realized he had taken the name of the region, Fiskren, as orphans did. There was nothing of him, though. Just that coffin, flowers and gifts piled around it.

Little trinkets. Nothing valuable. Even his gear would be…

Lying at his coffin’s feet, then given to a new [Hunter]. She had seen comrades die, seen two new [Hunters] die and attended their funerals already. Haeight knew how this was done.

Where was his armor? His blade and crossbow? Did the main guild take it already? They shouldn’t. Even for a funeral.

Why was he dead? She had thought he was—

Old age? He hadn’t even been sixty years old. His final hunt? She had never seen him so much as draw his sword.

Maybe it wasn’t undead that had killed him. Why were they covering his face? Perhaps he’d choked on a piece of food or died taking drugs. She had heard that [Hunters] in the capital—

Haeight was possessed by a sudden urge to see. Motionless, she stood there as other Hunters walked around her. But her trembling hand…suddenly reached down towards the lid of the sealed coffin.

“Hunter Haeight. What are you doing?”

Someone called out. Haeight was feeling at the lid. It was sealed—but not tightly. It would probably have to be double-checked before it was committed to a graveyard. In the old days, he would be taken to Fiskren’s tomb, but they were long sealed. She pulled—and felt the lid give.

“Huntress Haeight!”

Guildmaster Teirn called out, and Haeight flinched. He stood, his black cloak made of a bear’s fur, swirling, and the [Hunters] around her turned. One reached for her—but too late.

Haeight pulled the lid back. If it was shame—she had to see it.

He had been a good [Hunter], they said. So why—?

She opened the lid, and the Hunters behind her froze. Haeight was braced as hands pulled at her. Prepared for her aching heart to turn to anger or disappointment. But it stopped. Stopped dead, and she stared down at Dorikhem for the last time.

“What…”

There he was. The casket was not empty, as a suspicious part of her had wondered. And it did hold a secret.

Only, it wasn’t the bloated lips of a man who’d choked on a piece of meat or an incriminating sign of some failure. The coffin’s lid swung open—and [Hunters] stared. Some even cried out in surprise.

They had seen terrible things in their mission to slay foes of Noelictus. They had put down the corpses of young and old. Even family members. They had killed stinking zombies filled with maggots and seen undead like Crypt Lords. Hunters fell, fighting. Few retired.

But Haeight had never seen death-wounds like the ones Dorikhem bore. He was there—what remained of him.

Something had taken off his arms. Why was his gear not piled up in front of his coffin? There wasn’t enough of it to salvage.

His enchanted armor was torn to pieces. Great gouges—claw marks?—were torn out of his belly. Someone had preserved it from rotting, used a Skill or alchemy to keep the flesh from festering—but his entrails were still visible in the gashes in his stomach.

Both his arms. His right was severed clear—the left was torn away at the shoulder. And his legs! One was broken, and the skin showed how it had been re-twisted back to look even slightly normal. But no [Embalmer] in the world could make him look—

He had asked her, once, what had caused the scars on his cheek. The bite-marks that Haeight remembered were the only part of him she recognized. His eye and the top of his skull had been dented inwards by some terrible force.

No sword. Just a broken hilt placed where his arm should be and a few fragments, still glittering with magic. He looked so small in the coffin without his arms. His white hair was red with blood. But as the [Hunters] exclaimed and asked questions, Haeight just looked at his face.

For the third time, Haeight saw that old [Hunter]’s smile.

It looked more like a snarl, but it fit him. A death’s rictus on his lips. Bared teeth, broken in places, filled with blood. His remaining eye stared sightlessly up at the sky. As if the person tending to his corpse had been unable to close it.

He did not look like a complacent [Hunter] lying in a bed of corruption and vice. He looked like—he had gone down fighting. But she couldn’t imagine what—

The coffin’s lid slammed shut, and Haeight blinked. Dorikhem vanished—and someone shoved her back.

The [Guildmaster]. The leader of Fiskren’s Hunter’s Guild looked around, and silence fell. He spoke into the silence.

“Dorikhem’s casket was sealed to preserve his appearance for the public and his dignity. The wounds he bore were grave. I have heard whispers some considered him lazy.”

A pair of flare-red eyes swung to Haeight, and she blushed fiercely. The Guildmaster stared at her coldly. But she met his eyes a second before staring down and wondered—

“Hunter Dorikhem died a true Hunter of Noelictus. Remember that. Hunter Haeight, watch your tongue.”

“Yes, Guildmaster.”

He was practically smoking with rage. He drew her away as the funeral service resumed. He whispered as he took her arm so tightly she felt her bones grating under her leather armor.

“You were only given the chance to be a Dedicated Hunter this young and assigned to Hunter Aishe’s squad under his recommendation. Do not besmirch his reputation any further in or out of my hearing, or I will assign you to a border county like Afiele, clearing zombies for the rest of your career.”

“Yes, Guildmaster.”

Dazed, confused, she met his gaze, and he whirled and strode away to seat himself once more. Haeight lost track of the funeral and the coffin being lifted by pallbearers and taken to the graveyard. They buried Dorikhem there as his fellow [Hunters] gave him what honor they could and ensured he would not have to wake again.

A [Hunter] had served his kingdom, and now he was able to rest. His final hunt was over, and Noelictus’ soil welcomed him home.

But a single [Hunter] stood long over his grave that night. Remembering what she had seen. Then—Haeight wondered what she would find in the capital, truly.

Now, she had two questions: why had Greina quit the Hunter’s Guild? She had heard her old friend often came to Menorome, so she would surely find her there if she stayed working long enough. The capital…the City of Repose.

The royal family and visitors from abroad would be there. Great sights, wonderful prosperity even in their quiet Kingdom of Shade.

Corruption underfoot. But Haeight had always known that. She would do her job, no matter how difficult. But now she wondered if it was merely…monsters she had to fear.

Her second question kept her wary, awake at night, as her saga in the city of Menorome began and she became a [Hunter] in truth. As her fourth year dawned and she travelled to the central Guild of Hunters, Haeight would act with the following question burning in her mind:

How had Hunter Dorikhem died?

——

Seven months later.

Day 14, Month 11, 22 A.F

Or, you might write it as: 14/11/22 AF. A confusing date, apparently. It made sense to Haeight. The era had been A.F. since before she was born.

Each time that [Historians] felt like an era had changed, they would update the name and start the date back at zero. It wasn’t that common, and apparently, some people objected to the new designation.

A.F. or ‘after Flos’, as it was called. The proper designation was ‘After the Fall’, and it marked the day the King of Destruction had ceased his attempts at world conquest and fallen into slumber.

The man who had unified an entire continent, Chandrar, and had been invading two other continents, had fallen—and the world rejoiced. Some claimed that it did not merit the changing of an era, but the date had nevertheless changed.

Month 11 out of 16. Volenmt, the last month of fall before the winter season began. The year was divided up logically into four parts. The first four months were spring, the next, summer, autumn, and then winter. The changing of years was the transition from winter to spring.

Day 14. Given eight day weeks and the months of thirty-two days always began on the first day of the week, that meant it was day…six out of eight. So, Helday.

Day 14, Lundas, Month 11, Volenmt, Year 22 of After the Fall.

Location?

442 Nightghast St., Sovereign’s District, The Capital of Menorome, the Kingdom of Noelictus. Although, any Street or City Runner would know the location better as ‘the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus’.

The building certainly didn’t have any numbering on it. It occupied most of the street, and the wide boulevard—lit with thousands of candles, street after street, watchfires making sure no one was ever in darkness—was only dark here.

A pair of old iron lamps on either side of the imposing, ancient ironwood double doors provided two purple flames that cast an unsettling glow. The doors led into the vast, three-story compound that was more like an ancient fortress than guild.

By law, all buildings in Noelictus had to be lit by a candle. If one was snuffed out, it meant that something was wrong. Entire strings of enchanted candles hung over each street, and every building had a plethora of lanterns, candles, and lights.

But the Hunter’s Guild made do with two, at least, on the outside, giving them a shadowy feel compared to the rest of the city’s bright buildings. That was because the Hunters of Noelictus feared no darkness. If they were under threat by the undead—all was lost.

Past the ancient ironwood doors, harder and tougher than steel, was the guild proper. It had an odd configuration, in that it was accessible by four streets. 442 Nightghast was just the official designation you wrote on correspondence.

It opened into Lightseeker’s Way, Nightghast Street, Plain’s Bridge—towards the commercial districts and away from the Sovereign District where the palace and most expensive inner city lay—and Egressial Avenue, closest to the northeastern gates.

That design meant that if you needed to exit the Hunter’s Guild, you could, and fast. Similarly, the guild was designed such that the inner, highest floors were the most inaccessible. The ground floor had four entrances to the streets and was a vast chamber segmented off by walls that didn’t reach the ceiling.

The entire effect from above meant you could look down into various rooms where people submitted requests for the Hunter’s Guild. There, the agents of the guild walked in and cleaned armor or turned in monster parts, requested repairs for chipped blades, and filed reports.

If you needed to, you could step into the Guild, walk down one hallway with balconies on either side where Hunters above looked down on you as they ate or relaxed, turn left into an armory, grab a sheaf of crossbow bolts, and leave the way you’d come.

Keeping your armaments so close to the door was another odd choice that, in theory, invited theft. In practice, any [Thief] slipping in would pass down a hallway with [Hunters] on both sides able to shoot you from above.

The Hunter’s Guild had been besieged eleven times in its history. It had been taken three times in war and half-destroyed by Crelers, the most significant damage in the Guild’s history. That day, over eight hundred [Hunters] had died—but no less than twelve Adult Crelers had met their end and an Elder Creler wounded until it was slain elsewhere.

The other sieges had also been bloody for attackers. And even afterwards—the Hunter’s Guild was reclaimed, and it stood.

Blood had been spilled here. It was etched into the dark stone, and [Hunters] had bled out, perhaps on the same old carpets stained from centuries of use.

The staff kept the carpets as clean as possible, despite what the [Hunters] tracked in. It was just a cleaning staff; no [Secretaries], [Receptionists], or other middle-managers like the Adventurer’s Guild, Mage’s Guild, and so on. All the paperwork was done by [Hunters].

[Knights] did no paperwork. [Hunters] did. They accounted for each crossbow bolt they shot, recorded potions used, kills, places they had traveled for the maps that charted monster and undead proliferation to find patterns—and they also recorded their completion of duties.

All this meant that someone had to collate the data and make sure two [Hunters] didn’t take the same request. Send them out—order a thousand more crossbow bolts with bone-breaker tips.

These were called Desk Hunters behind their backs, or ‘Paper Hunters’. Often, they were wounded [Hunters] no longer able to fight, or old ones. They reported to the Guildmaster and senior Hunters, and more than one was still formidable and knew the business.

It might have been a waste to put the bureaucracy on [Hunters], but no one knew the job better than they did. In Fiskren’s Guild, it meant the permanent staff was small, but Hunters were always coming in and out, lingering for days at the utmost to rest and recuperate before being assigned to a new hotspot.

To Hunter Haeight, Fiskren’s Guild hadn’t been militant so much as ready. It was like an outpost, not an Adventurer’s Guild where you could rest between chasing gold and magical artifacts. The [Hunters] she had served with were ever-vigilant, ready to head to the next disaster.

The Hunter’s Guild of Menorome, the central guild, had amazing doors. Walls and doors so tough a castle would be easier to breach. The carpets were hundreds of feet across, covering the ground floor. There were more blades in the armories than she had ever seen, of all kinds.

Steel, silver, mithril, that rare magical metal, even bronze and wood for special foes. And those were just swords. She had heard they even had Adamantium blades in the inner armories that only the most elite [Hunters] had the keys to.

She could requisition anything made of steel as a Dedicated Hunter, and any wand with a Tier 3 spell or lower. Anything more and she would note it on a form, and it would either be approved or denied.

Speaking of forms…Haeight paused, a quill raised. A bit of ink was on her fingers, and she rubbed at it, feeling oddly naked without her gloves on.

But she didn’t have perfect penmanship with gloves, so she dipped the tip of the quill in ink and kept writing.

Date? Day 14, Month 11, 22 A.F.

Current location? Main Hunter’s Guild, 442 Nightghast St., Menorome.

There. She marked down all the details perfectly.

Kills? She cited six Zombie kills, Human.

Kill location? Sewers—Foreigner’s District since she had no specific location in the foul tunnels.

Age? Newly dead. Under a month.

They had been the poor idiots who had been drunk enough to explore Noelictus’ sewers. Then realized they were lost. Once one died—the others followed. By the time someone had noticed their absence, it was too late. A [Hunter] had been called for to find them, living or dead.

She had found them dead.

Requisition? Seven crossbow bolts.

She’d killed five with headshots and made sure they were dead with a chop to the neck. But she’d hit the sixth with a crossbow bolt to the chest and decided to put another in its head just in case it was still alive.

Additional comments? She cited the [Guards] she had reported the incident to, and she had remanded the corpses to the Watch.

She had the names, and Haeight wrote that it might be a diplomatic issue; the guests had been from Ailendamus apparently. Foreigners too stupid to realize there was danger everywhere. Drunk young men.

Not her business, really. Although—Ailendamus was no friend to Noelictus. Still, you could travel from kingdom to kingdom, if not by way of Ovela. Only north or south, via Pheislant, was smart. The border-conflicts…hadn’t she heard of some nastiness?

No, wait, that was Afiele that everyone was talking about. The last skirmish between the Earls of Ovela and Ailendamus had seen two hundred dead, she’d heard.

Afiele…Haeight hesitated, but she hadn’t heard any other [Hunters] being sent there. The undead horde was wiped out, so they wouldn’t call her. She had wished they would have from the start, but the most senior [Hunters] got called for hordes.

And it had taken nearly half a month before they even set out from the capital. Local [Hunters] had been begging for aid as they tried to kill undead, but they needed an army to break the horde. The kingdom’s forces had nearly gotten there before the [Hunters]—and the word was that neither side had done any actual fighting.

Afiele had killed its own dead. Haeight clenched a fist over her quill and nearly bent it. Then—she forced herself to relax.

It wasn’t even a copper coin for a quill. Even for one nibbed with brass…it was probably something you bought in a set, four per copper coin. But it was the Hunter’s Guild property, and each coin wasted was best spent on another bolt for a [Hunter].

Even so—she furiously signed her name at the bottom of the sheet. There. A perfect accounting of her actions this last day and a half since her assignment to the missing travellers issue!

It was the only damn perfect thing in the entire Guild. The [Hunter] looked up, face sour and angry. She was nineteen years old now. A Level 26 [Close-Combat Hunter] in service to Noelictus.

High-level, especially for her age. She would have been called talented if she were a [Soldier], a Silver-rank adventurer if she were an adventurer. A talented woman if she were an artisan or had a classic profession, almost ready to set up her own business. Well past an apprentice.

Her pale white hair now reached down her back. She hadn’t found time to cut it, so it became a longer streak down her back, which she tied together so it wouldn’t get in the way.

Haeight’s smile was gone, though. The confident smile of a young [Hunter] had been replaced by a sullen glower, a grim stare with bags under the eyes of someone who had gone without sleep.

But more than that—it was just an unhappy glare. It was not alone in this place. She silently placed the piece of paper in a waiting binder that someone would review.

The neat filing had taken her ten minutes—because she had been daydreaming. It was too long. When she’d first gotten here, she’d filed each report in a minute or less.

This place is corrupting me. Haeight didn’t say it, but her semi-permanent glare turned to someone hobbling to collect the sheaf of papers. Haeight tried to ameliorate her glower—but the Desk Hunter didn’t take offense.

“Found the young men, did you, Hunter Haeight? I have a job for you if you’re free.”

“I’m free. What is it, Hunter Marvekh?”

Marvekh had one leg. The other was a crude wooden peg, and he used a crutch for support when he stood. He had been a Level 25 [Sword Hunter] before he lost his leg fighting a Skeleton Troll who had lopped it off.

Since he hadn’t been a higher-ranking [Hunter], there was no chance of him getting an expensive magical prosthetic. He’d been shifted to Desk Hunter duty. Marvekh did the job well, and he had traded the heavier Hunter’s armor for a black tunic and leggings with the brighter crest of the Kingdom of Shade on its back.

Nevertheless, he was still a [Hunter], and he had his sword and a small one-handed crossbow at his side. He gave Haeight a sympathetic look.

“Do you want to rest? Have you slept since I sent you out?”

“A few hours. How urgent is it?”

If it was another request to lay someone to rest, Haeight would…take it and probably fall asleep until the person passed. [Hunters] were often called to make sure someone about to pass didn’t come back as an undead. She could sleep, possibly all night if it was a false alarm.

If it was cleaning out the sewers of slimes again, she’d just go on break. But Marvekh collected the pieces of paper with a meaningful look at her, appraising her condition.

“I’d like you rested. And at least fed. It’s…a Crypt Lord. Sixteen confirmed undead. Could be fifty for all we know, and it’s not far. Thirty miles.”

Suddenly, Haeight was awake. She turned, and her weary look became a full stare of alertness and alarm.

“Thirty miles? Where?”

“Main road. It may have climbed up from the Lightless Canyons. It is coming down the roads, and the city of Peterweist needs a veteran [Hunter] to take command of the Watch and regular [Hunters].”

Crypt Lord. One of the misshapen monsters born from countless bodies fused together. At least eight feet tall, sometimes twice that, made of hands twisted together, bones for teeth, eyes made of hundreds of rotting ones—they spat black poison.

And they were intelligent. Where one arose, they directed undead into warbands. The lesser undead gained powers. Zombies learned to run. Skeletons fought in ranks. Ghouls became ambushing scouts.

It had to die. How was one within thirty miles of the capital?

“Lightless Canyons? Has no one swept it for dead bodies?”

“…Three months ago, and it wasn’t complete. Thirty-two Hunters, none of them veterans. But that’s a lot of corpses to form a Crypt Lord.”

“Dead gods.”

Haeight rubbed at her face. The Lightless Canyons were where the sewers from Menorome exited. They spat foul water into the canyons, joining the river. It made for dark, foul water, and it was a prime spot for undead to arise without anyone paying attention. It—

“It should be cleared every month. Every two weeks!”

She began to raise her voice. If this was the Hunter’s Guild of Fiskren…she gave up as she saw Marvekh ignoring her. Not uncaring—just ignoring. Waiting for her to complain so he could move on.

What was the point of bringing it up? He knew the problem. She knew the problem. She had worn her voice hoarse—

“Can you do it?”

Marvekh looked at her, and Haeight stared around. She glanced up towards the second floor where she heard voices—hundreds of them—talking cheerfully. She stared around the 1st Floor, bustling with [Hunters], and asked the question she knew the answer to.

“Are there no senior Hunters available?”

The Desk Hunter gave her a look that flashed with intense frustration for a second—then just grew as tired as her own eyes.

“Every Veteran Hunter is busy or claiming their indulgences according to my roster. You are the only Dedicated Hunter on-duty.”

Her lips felt numb as she stared up again—then Haeight nodded.

“I understand. I can do it.”

Marvekh peered at her and then nodded slowly. He gestured upstairs.

“Get something to eat. I’ll give you the details. You’ll be out the door in ten.”

“I can eat on the road—”

Haeight was turning, already trying to think of what she needed to requisition. But Marvekh just grabbed her arm, to steady himself as much as get her attention. He met her pale gaze with his own somber blue.

“Eat. You might as well enjoy the luxury.”

She stopped—and he called for a [Novice Hunter]. A young woman—a girl, really, fifteen—dashed over, ready to assist.

“Hunter Haeight needs whatever’s being served. Find us a table and wait. She has gear to requisition. Then prepare a horse.”

——

The balconies of the second floor of the capital’s Hunter’s Guild were made for relaxation. They had couches overlooking the first floor, board games, books—places to rest. Even sleep. More than one [Hunter] was just passed out, hat over their face.

Junior Hunters, all. The senior ones would sleep in their rooms, and they were the ones spending time here.

Eating from the cafeteria.

There was a [Royal Chef], hand-picked by His Majesty himself to prepare the food. Haeight herself liked to eat here. She just hated the company.

She avoided the center of the room, where there were no less than eighty Veteran Hunters enjoying their…indulgences.

Gluttony. She sat at the far tables, trying not to be sick—and she was starving. The first time she had seen it, it had been beyond her comprehension, even when they explained the system. She focused on the food and hated how her stomach rumbled.

The [Novice Hunter] had brought it for her and bounced on her heels. She was a good kid; one of the many young ones who volunteered and reminded Haeight why she hadn’t quit, why she did this.

There were a lot of ‘good Hunters’, like Marvekh, like the girl, who was tugging at a black ponytail as Haeight rattled off a short list.

“Two sheaves of bolts. I need two enchanted ones, one fire, one acid-tipped. A [Stonewall] scroll. A wand of lightning bolts and five more potions.”

“Barding on the horse?”

“…No. Just get me a racer that can go thirty miles even if I have to use stamina potions. I need to get there fast. I’m not taking them into combat.”

The [Novice Hunter] nodded—then looked at Marvekh. And the Desk Hunter sighed.

“…You can get one enchanted bolt. Don’t use it unless you have to. Two healing potions. I’m authorizing the [Stonewall] scroll. Fire or acid?”

She looked at him. Marvekh scowled.

“Fire or acid? I can’t offer you anything more.”

It was a habit by now, but she turned her head to stare at a fourth course coming for the [Hunters] who cheered as a [Waiter] brought it out. Then Haeight looked down at the food she’d been scarfing down.

If she was right, it was Blasesmoke ham—from a famous local breed of pig fed truffles and expensive foods, cured. A side-dish to the baked lampreys, long, delicious fish stuffed with some kind of grain and seasoned with a wedge of lemon over a bed of bright greens that had to be imported from outside Noelictus.

The entire meal also had wine—but Haeight was working, so instead she had no less than Amentus juice, a blue-colored drink from Izril that came, or so Haeight had heard, from the same plant that provided poison for some of the bolts that the Monster Hunters used.

It was bright blue, and she loved it because it was sweet and gave her energy—and it was her one concession to the richness of the food.

The entire meal cost…and she could just look sideways and see enchanted armor on every Veteran Hunter.

“I saw a thousand enchanted bolts being carried into the armories yesterday. I need two. I won’t even use two.”

“I can’t give you two. Acid or fire? And we are not supposed to give you Tier 4 Scrolls—even for Crypt Lords. Please, Haeight.”

Haeight just stared at Marvekh, then looked down at her plate.

“…Fire. Make it explosive. Three sheaves of bolts.”

“Count how many you use. You haven’t been censured for wasting bolts yet. Make that three sheaves plus seven—she’s due a refill. Go.”

The [Novice Hunter] ran, but Haeight didn’t miss the dismayed look the girl gave Haeight. Her eyes had gone to the exact same group, and all three had shared the same thought.

One enchanted bolt. One scroll I shouldn’t use. Two more healing potions in case I need to heal anyone fighting with me—and the odds of them getting hurt are much higher without that wand or…

“Do I have backup?”

Marvekh had better news there at least.

“Six local [Hunters], all regulars. Two Roadkeepers. Thirty [Guards]. They’re shadowing the Crypt Lord. It knows it’s outnumbered and hasn’t gone for the city. It is clearly going for the village of Honerv. They know it’s coming and are prepared to shelter. They have walls—but it can smash through them, and the houses are not rated for a Crypt Lord.”

“I’ll stop it before it gets there.”

“You have seven hours. I can tell them where you want to engage.”

Marvekh looked at Haeight, and she closed her eyes a second. Now she wished she’d slept…but then she was rising. The [Novice Hunter] would have her horse ready by the time she headed down.

“If you want, I can wake another [Hunter] here for backup.”

He looked at the slumbering figures, and Haeight glanced at them. Then, one last time, she gazed at the Veteran Hunters who kept eating. A few had noticed her, and one tipped a hat to her. She returned the gesture automatically and felt sick. Perhaps it was only because she’d eaten so fast. Then she looked again at the sleeping [Hunters].

One was so dead asleep that even when someone dropped an entire bottle of wine with a crash—he stood up, saw it was no monster, and was asleep before he lay down.

They were all like that.

There was a difference in the capital’s Hunter’s Guild. And that was between anyone who had come from the other Guilds, the ‘new Hunters’, and the Veterans. Even a Dedicated Hunter like Haeight was not a Veteran Hunter.

The Veteran Hunters had the cards. And indulgences. The newer [Hunters] got both—but they were the ones sleeping. Haeight whispered.

“Don’t bother, Marvekh. I’ll head out now.”

She strode from the second floor, head bowed, her black clothing swirling around her. So went a [Hunter]. She was so tired she slept as she waited for her horse to be saddled.

Then she rode.

——

The City of Repose flashed around Haeight as she burst from the gates of the Hunter’s Guild. She rode down the street before remembering to keep right. But it didn’t matter.

She was a [Hunter] of Noelictus, and no one in the world had authority over her when she was about her mission. She didn’t have to obey the laws that covered vehicles and pedestrians. When the wagon-drivers and people saw her riding and saw her hat and armor, they stepped aside.

“A Hunter? It must be an undead. Has a light gone out…?”

She heard a voice as she passed by, a concerned citizen speaking to another. Her horse’s hooves pounded on the street, and she saw, for a second, a thousand brilliant flames.

Menorome was the most colorful and amazing city she had ever dreamed of. She’d had eight days off in the last seven months, and each day—she’d wished she could go out and partake of the city. But she’d just gone to sleep. She hadn’t even gone to one of the Sleeping Parlors—just slept, one time for twenty-four hours, and thought she still had a vacation day.

On her ride towards the gates, Haeight still admired the city. At night, it was so beautiful with the candles strung everywhere. The street that led to the gates she needed—west—crossed past the Synphasia Theatre.

It was so late—Haeight realized it was past midnight—that even the Synphasia was closed. Mind you, all the folk of Menorome were nocturnal. She liked hearing the music coming from there—at least when it wasn’t the obnoxious banging or weird performances.

In fact, she nearly rode down a trio of people, one of whom leapt gracefully aside. Her horse reared, and someone—a young woman, shouted up at her.

“Hey! Watch it, you idiot!”

“Hunter! Apologies!”

Haeight raced past them and realized she hadn’t nearly ridden down a child—but a Dwarf. She put a hand over her heart—not that it was better to hit anyone. She kept galloping as someone shook a fist at her back.

“You arrogant b—”

Faster. Haeight galloped towards the gates, and a member of the Watch raised a hand as she sped out of the city’s gates.

“Huntress! Luck!”

She slowed a second—and her head rose. She raised a fist—and again, she took something from it. The Watch wasn’t nearly as polite as they were back home. But they knew the new [Hunters]—and this one clearly knew she was at work.

The [Novice Hunter], the [Guardsman]. The people who thanked her—they were like bits of energy that Haeight clung to. But for them, she thought she might literally fall asleep in the saddle. As she rode into the night, over that pale chalk road as the moons shone through the cloudy skies, Haeight felt the chilly wind blow over her armor. Her thoughts seemed to jumble with the blowing wind, like strands of her hair, blowing behind her, all confused and running together.

Winter, soon. I wonder how tough fighting undead in the snow will be?

I wonder how long Greina did this—alone. No wonder she quit. If only I could find her, but I don’t have time to…

Crypt Lord. We have to take it out. No time to build a trap. Aishe would hate it. Just…string them out. No casualties. Can’t use the bolt—

How did Dorikhem die? Was he one of the Veterans or like me? Both?

I’m so tired.

——

Haeight didn’t remember actually riding thirty miles. She felt like she had fallen asleep.

Which was impossible, because she doubted the horse, even trained as it was, could have carried her without her sliding off. But she felt like she had teleported until she was staring at the high cliffs bordering the Lightless Canyons.

A mist was rising over the edge, stirred by the sewers, perhaps. It was still dark. Before the late dawn of Noelictus. Haeight found the group of [Hunters] and the Watch waiting for her as she swung down.

“Dedicated Hunter Haeight. Capital. Where’s the Crypt Lord?”

She saw them trading glances before she had even arrived. There were eight of them, and she saw the [Hunters] crouching by the side of the road. The raised road was worn by rainfall, and the chalk-white dirt revealed a slope up to the village.

Farmers on a plateau. The undead were higher; they had the high ground.

“Hunter, we’re within two hundred feet of them.”

She gave the [Hunter] in charge a blank look—then realized her horse’s hooves had probably made enough noise to raise the dead. Then she shook her head.

“The Crypt Lord can see the living. It knows you’re here. It doesn’t want to fight you or you’d be swimming in Ghouls by now. Have you set up traps?”

“Yes, Hunter!”

The [Hunter] spoke, again, at a loud whisper. Haeight turned and saw the two [Roadkeepers], veteran members of the Watch, along with men and women armed with bows and spears.

Not experts, but experienced townsfolk and [Soldiers], probably. They’d fight well, and each had probably killed at least one zombie—but if the Crypt Lord reached them, they were dead.

“Hunter, we have eight wood traps; two steel. We’ve strung up two tripwires, but we didn’t have time to place down a mobile palisade. Do you wish for us to set out traps elsewhere? We could pin the undead against Honerv.”

“Where?”

“The—village, Hunter?”

Haeight was checking her crossbow. She had the explosive bolt in her quiver, ready to draw it, and her scroll at her belt. Don’t use it. She glanced up, and now she saw doubt written all over the [Hunter]’s face.

She just put the crossbow on her shoulder and felt at her belt. Her hatchet was hanging there, heavy, and she had a second on her left side.

“No. Your fortifications look good. Here are your priorities: Ghouls first. [Hunters], kill any skeletons. The rest of you, shoot the Ghouls, and then focus on the Crypt Lord. If it gets past the traps, you are to retreat as fast as you can to that point, there.”

She pointed about two hundred feet downhill. A fit person could run there, turn, and be well out-of-range of most undead. The militia nodded, nervously, and looked at the [Hunters].

The local experts were much less happy with Haeight’s plan. One drew closer and lowered his voice, though it was so quiet that everyone could probably hear.

“Hunter Haeight, will you be setting up traps? What is your plan of attack? Honerv has several [Archers] on the walls.”

Haeight barely looked up. She was staring up the road, and yes…she saw them now.

Glowing eyes. She barely smelled them anymore, but she saw the lurching shapes and that huge one dragging itself along. Oversized limbs. A misshapen body. An intelligence that was probably assessing her and deciding the village was where it would do the most damage if it had to fight.

She concurred.

“That Crypt Lord could go through the gates if we pin them there. Or throw undead over the walls.”

“It can do that?”

“I’ve seen it happen. I will slow the undead horde. Take the Crypt Lord out; if it’s more resilient, I will try to kill it myself, but it should fall to enough arrows. As long as the horde isn’t on us, we will have it. There are only eight Ghouls. Keep them off us. If they reach us, run. I’ll hold them back.”

[Stonewall] would hold them back. The [Hunters] were not pleased, though.

“We could snipe them, Hunter Haeight. And the village is ready—”

“So you said.”

She was already striding up the hill. Aghast, the local [Hunters] looked at each other—then stepped back, behind their traps, as Haeight walked forwards.

She sensed the Crypt Lord before she saw it fully. It was moving under the moonlight, two huge ‘eyes’ swiveling left and right. She saw fifty rotten eyeballs rotating, oozing, and smelled filth. They were buried in massive sockets, and the monster had a bloated face. It wasn’t really humanoid; it had a torso, but it held itself up with two massive hands that functioned as legs.

Each hand was made from countless, smaller limbs. Corpses. Its ‘teeth’, as it turned to her and opened its mouth, were jagged, yellow bones.

There was a miniature horde surrounding it. Sixty undead. Eight Ghouls, who whirled and began loping right and left as their leader noticed her.

Not many. It must have pulled every corpse it could find before climbing out of the canyons. Still…it shouldn’t have appeared at all. If it were just random bodies—greater undead didn’t rise overnight.

But then, she saw zombie rats plodding along next to huge, undead deer, even a gigantic boar, hide riddled with maggots. Not a Ghoul-boar, though. That might be dangerous.

The Crypt Lord was spreading out its forces like some kind of [Tactician], realizing that its pursuers were forcing a fight. Skeletons and zombies screened it while the Ghouls bounded forwards slowly, deceptively slow. Once they attacked, they’d fall on the living as fast as they could. Running zombies leaping onto pikes.

If Aishe were here and in charge, he’d have a minefield of trap spells, physical traps, even a pitfall, and he’d probably have three squads of [Hunters] and coordinate the attack with the village.

Seven months ago, Haeight would have done something like that. Today? She swung the crossbow up and pulled the trigger as she rested the butt against her shoulder.

She barely paused to aim. Her bolt struck the Crypt Lord in the head and thunked deep into the dead things’s flesh. It barely moved, but the undead jerked. It took a lot more than that to kill…

Haeight slapped a second bolt into place. She turned—and shot a Ghoul through the head. She’d gotten the Crypt Lord’s attention. Then she realized no arrows or bolts were flying.

“What are you waiting for? Fire! Loose!”

There was a shout—then arrows began flying. The undead seemed almost as surprised as the living. They wavered—then Ghouls began to leap downhill. Haeight ignored the ones running past her. She slapped a bolt into her crossbow.

If only it automatically reloaded. She turned—and a woman, long dead, jumped at her. Haeight fired, dropped the crossbow, and drew a pair of hatchets at her side.

Her bolt struck its chest and knocked the Ghoul flat. It lay there a moment, stunned, and then tried to get up. A boot struck it on the chest, pinned it—it snarled, baring rotten teeth—

A steel axehead buried itself in the dirt.

“[Deep Cut].”

The blow made the Ghoul’s body go limp. Haeight turned—and heard shouting.

“[Mark Target]! Hunter, down here!”

They were waving at her, shooting at the other Ghouls. Let’s see…that was six. She counted three—two down—

Haeight twisted, and the Ghoul jumped towards her back. She spoke.

“[Evasive Roll].”

It missed as she ducked under it, rolled to her feet. The undead skidded, turned—Hunter and undead faced each other.

[Battle Sense: Projectiles]. Something was flying at her. Haeight twisted, and the black bile of the Crypt Lord splashed over her clothing.

Poison. She had kept it from her skin, and it just sullied her hat and clothing. She lowered her arm, dripping with foulness, and the Ghoul leapt. It was so—predictable.

She didn’t even bother with a Skill. Haeight just buried the axe in its skull. Rather than try to wrench it free, she kept the flailing arm free from grabbing her and began hacking with the other axe.

Six blows and it fell over. Haeight bent over and looked around.

“Cover the Huntress—”

“Huntress, the Crypt Lord is coming—”

Skeletons were loosing arrows and charging past the zombies. One went down in a flare of flames, and Haeight’s eyes widened.

Was that an enchanted bolt? It blew another to pieces and set several zombies on fire. She nearly reached for hers—then saw the first skeleton run at her, jaw clattering. Instead, she waited for it to slash—parried it with an axe, and punched it with her other hatchet-hand.

She knocked the skull off the body and worried she broke her knuckle. But then the zombies were almost on her. Running—and the Crypt Lord was shielding itself from the arrows raining down on it.

It was trying to surround them and drag them down. But a single [Hunter] was attracting the undead’s attention as the skeletons ran into traps and engaged the front ranks of the living.

She was a whirlwind with her hatchets, spinning, cracking skulls and hacking necks from heads. As they surrounded her, she backed up. The [Hunter] lifted her axe as a burly zombie rushed at her in a clumsy tackle.

[Mighty Swing]!

She hacked down and split its head, lodging her axe in its ribcage. She tugged—then let go with a curse. Haeight stepped back, reached for her side, and a second hand-crossbow came up in her grip. She fired it through a zombie’s glowing eyes—and blocked a sword-stroke.

The Crypt Lord swung a limb at her as it knocked its minions aside. A blow that could end her in a moment—

It nearly got her. She saw it late—and leapt back with a muffled curse. The blow shattered a skeleton to pieces. Haeight backstepped, bent and tore her blade free from the zombie’s corpse, and then fell back, swinging her axes into the nearest undead. Two crumpled as a second exploding arrow lit them on fire, and she raised a hand, wincing and squinting into the flames.

The Crypt Lord belched poison again. But she just shielded her face. And the monster was confused.

It had no conception of emotions, not really. It was just hatred towards the living, but it was intelligent. It knew tactics. It was bright enough to avoid traps and plan ambushes of its own.

But right now, it couldn’t understand. The [Huntress] was backing up, keeping just out of its range every time it swung a fist. She was using it to—knock the other undead away.

It was such a simple strategy—while she tangled with the undead, slowing them, killing them, her people were shooting the undead to bits. It was working. Yet the nerves of steel it required…

She didn’t even hesitate as she tore claws from a reaching zombie off her. It swung an arm and sent her reeling five steps backwards. A blow like a hammer—she shook herself and hacked the front of its face off with her axe.

She had no fear. The Crypt Lord’s body had dozens of shafts protruding from it. But it didn’t—understand.

It wasn’t bravery that let her fight like that. It only understood as it began to collapse and the dead magic animating it drained. As it fell—it it saw Huntress Haeight’s face.

A weary woman, hacking down the final zombie. Bitten bloody in two spots, an arrow in her back from a stray shot. Wounded. But as she stepped forwards and it tried to tear at her, bite—she simply drove one blade into the center of its face, wrenched the axe free as she kicked the chest, and breathed for a moment before calling for firewood. And she looked so—

Tired. And it realized she had killed it not just with economy of strategy or wild bravery or talent. But with exhaustion. She had chosen the fastest way to ensure one of them was dead.

An exhausted, swinging blade of a woman. The [Huntress] tilted her head and hat back and stared at the sky. Her breath misted upwards as she closed her eyes.

How long could she continue doing this? Then she focused on the Crypt Lord and threw the axe. She had done it all wrong—but there was no choice.

She was the only [Hunter] fighting the good fight. And as long as she did—

She was levelling.

——

Finding her axes or her dropped crossbow in the detritus of dead bodies was never fun. She hoped it wasn’t broken. The Guild would give her hell over it, and she’d lost count of how many bolts she’d fired.

Unexpectedly, the other [Hunters] and militia were only too helpful. In fact, they recovered half her crossbow bolts and were hacking apart the dead bodies with a will.

Haeight nearly wept because she’d been imagining having to burn this lot and getting a fire started—but one of the [Hunters] already had a wand and was blowing flames at a pile of firewood.

“Is burning them acceptable, Hunter Haeight?”

They were very deferential now. Haeight nodded as she saw several figures coming down the hill. She raised the crossbow—then realized they were calling out.

“Are those villagers?”

“They must be. They probably thought we’d wait to—you took on a horde yourself, Huntress!”

“Not really. You got the Ghouls. They were just zombies and skeletons. A child could do that.”

Haeight heard an incredulous snort from one of the [Hunters], but she was just holstering her blades after a wipe. It was disgusting—but her gear needed a wash, so she’d turn it in when she got back to the Guild.

“Can I leave the corpse disposal to you?”

“Surely, Hunter. I’m—sorry I doubted your strategy. Do all Hunters in the capital fight like that?”

The one in charge took his hat from his head as Haeight turned to him. Surprised, the woman looked at a [Hunter]…her age. Nineteen. She realized her white hair and clothing hiding her features might make her look older. He thought she was some kind of veteran.

She smiled tiredly and shook her head.

“Your strategy was good, Hunter…”

“Jekom.”

“Jekom. It’s what I would have done. I came from Fiskren before heading to the capital, so I’ve fought like that many times.”

“Oh, I’ve heard you hunt bears up there.”

“Mm. We’d have traps and a full assault from [Hunters] on the hills, there. But this one was upon the village.”

Jekom nodded warily, and his eyes flicked to her.

“So they sent you. To be honest, we would have attacked once it got in range of the village, Huntress Haeight. With all respect—sometimes capital Hunters have been said not to show up.”

She said nothing in response to that, just shrugged.

“You could not let the village fall. I attacked before just to spare any complications if undead took the walls.”

“Understood. I did not know they could do that, Huntress. I will remember it. But you—I am simply amazed. We thought a squad would be coming. At least three if they were Dedicated Hunters.”

Ah. She finally got what he was saying and smiled.

“—I’ve had to fight alone before. I was grateful for the backup. Were those enchanted bolts you were using?”

He ducked his head.

“Two, for the Crypt Lord, from our armories. I would have requisitioned more—but you needed none of it.”

Another shrug as Haeight replied honestly. She missed the clear disconnect between the two’s words. Even the militia was listening, looking at her with an odd expression.

“If they had more Ghouls, I would have picked them off. You all fought well. I shall note it in my report. I must head back. Unless you wish for me to oversee the corpse disposal?”

Honestly, it was rude of her to leave it to them, but she was just one pair of hands, and she sagged slightly when they assured her they could do it. Haeight walked back to her horse, who was dancing as it smelled the burning corpses. Jekom had to stop her one last time.

“Huntress, thank you for your assistance. The Hunter’s Guild of Kokrel will remember it. Have you slain many Crypt Lords?”

Haeight was mounting up as she replied with a deep yawn.

“…Nine.”

“Nine?”

The six [Hunters] looked astonished. They could tell she wasn’t old, now, and the [Huntress] adjusted her hat, drenched with bile, as she began to clean her bites. She wouldn’t heal them and risk infection before she’d thoroughly disinfected the areas. The pain kept her awake. She couldn’t wait to get back and sleep. She just hoped there wasn’t anything else…

The sofas on the second floor sounded so appealing right now. She was turning when Jekom called at her back.

“Huntress, when did you kill your first Crypt Lord, then? Is there an outbreak in Fiskren, then?”

She turned her head, confused.

“Fiskren? No. I killed my first Crypt Lord…”

She counted, then shrugged.

“Seven months ago.”

In the ensuing silence, she looked around. And then—they finally looked at her, and the illusion of her sneer or arrogance fell away. They looked at the weary woman, and before they could speak—Haeight turned. She began riding home.

She was sleeping and clinging to the saddle before five minutes had passed. And she was alive. Only when she woke, a day later, did she wonder how long they could keep doing this. The Hunter’s Guild of Menorome was—

Overworked. She felt it in her bones.

They were an inch from giving. And the Veteran Hunters had all lost their minds.

——

The first time Haeight claimed an indulgence, it was completely by accident. She had just woken up after ten hours of sleep.

On one of the couches in the Hunter’s Guild. She had a blanket on her—probably because she’d been half-naked, since her garments had been stained by Crypt Lord bile.

Her head felt foggy as she woke up, and she was ravenous. After ten whole hours of sleep, Haeight half-expected to feel better.

But she nearly fell asleep in her food. It was Marvekh who observed her condition.

“You’re worn out, Haeight. I’m surprised you even filed your report.”

“I did? Good. I’m ready for another…where am I? I can do corpse-sitting.”

That was the nickname Hunters had for staying with the living in their final moments. It was not…polite to the deceased, but sometimes you might sit there for hours and realize they had passed sometime while you waited, in their sleep.

It had been the service Haeight dreaded the most. Again, seven months ago. But right now, Marvekh gave her a concerned look.

“Your eyes are bloodshot, and you nearly stabbed yourself with a fork.”

“So? I’ll be fine. I’ll take a shot of stamina potion or a cup of tea if I need it.”

“Haeight. Haeight. You’re eating soup.”

She looked down and realized she’d been eating noodles out of the broth with a fork. Huntress Haeight slowed and then exhaled.

“I got the Crypt Lord. I could use some sleep, but—”

The weary [Hunter] missed the way Marvekh stiffened. He opened his mouth—and a voice murmured behind Haeight.

“Do you want to rest then, Hunter Haeight?”

“Yes. But I—”

Then she turned and looked up into a pair of pale turquoise eyes. They looked almost cat-like, vertical pupils, and the woman they belonged to wore a perfectly tailored set of armor. Nightking’s black, a cloth that shimmered and turned her invisible if she wished.

A hat with the seal of Noelictus on it, and in addition, a crown of silver worked around the edges. Two hand-crossbows hung at her sides, two long claw-blades next to them.

Huntress Agshiga, [Royal Commander of the Deathhunt], the most senior [Hunter] in the entire Order—stopped behind Haeight and looked down.

The junior [Hunter] froze, and Marvekh bowed.

“Deathhunt Commander, Hunter Haeight wasn’t complaining. She was…”

“I heard. She is not a Veteran Hunter. New. I’ve seen her on my visits. Guildmaster, your opinion?”

And then Haeight saw a bald figure, gaunt—emaciated, even—wide-eyed, eyes without eyebrows, eyes staring wide—because she seemed never to blink.

They said of Guildmistress Deilfec that she had endured some kind of torture that had left her hairless. Acid, perhaps. A misfired bolt or she had been a prisoner of war. For that reason, she had a terrifying visage.

The woman herself was no less intense. She bent over, and her voice was grating.

“New. Worn out. I read the report from the [Hunters] in Kokrel who assisted her. Sloppy. Not a Veteran Hunter. Not close.”

“So she hasn’t claimed an indulgence or virtue?”

Both [Hunters] conferred—and Haeight realized they were in the company of a group of Veteran Hunters. A fat [Hunter], three hundred pounds at least, was eating from a table where he waited for them. His hair was black, and his face was calm as he ate a third helping for breakfast.

Hunter Loshell.

Another was fiddling idly with a bag of gold. Counting it, and Haeight had heard they were one of the Hunters almost exclusively found in town. He had a stallion imported from Izril. A Walchaís charger, pale white, and rumored to be kin of the one that the Moonlight Rider, a famous Courier, rode.

Hunter Visc.

Last among them was a sleeping [Hunter], who had put her legs up at the table where Loshell was eating and was napping. Much like many junior [Hunters]—but she was a veteran, and Haeight had never seen the woman ever move faster than a walk. Or do any work.

Huntress Pictirm.

They were all familiar to Haeight, and each one was senior to her, top-level [Hunters]. They had all exchanged words with her at least once, and if she had to pick out any group that emphasized the corruption in the Guild—it was them.

But Huntress Agshiga was a storied heroine who had married into the royal family. Even Guildmistress Deilfec seemed highly dedicated to the cause.

In fact, her analysis made Haeight lower her head.

“—I have no excuse, Guildmistress.”

“No. You don’t. You wasted two enchanted bolts and trusted your reinforcements to bring down the Crypt Lord. You are incapable of besting one in hand-to-hand combat, your specialty. A slower war of attrition would have been suitable. Bring down the Ghouls, target skeletons, and take it down with bolts while staying out of range. If you had to charge, you should have been capable.”

Guildmistress Deilfec delivered this at a piercing whisper, voice low, eyes never blinking. They seemed about to pop out of her sockets.

She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred and twenty pounds. She carried a single wand, and her armor was mostly ornamental since her duties confined her to the Guild.

Haeight said nothing. Deilfec turned.

“We are late to the meeting. Agshiga, discipline?”

Agshiga overrode the Guildmistress.

“No. Let her claim her indulgence of sloth. Wouldn’t that do? A Hunter who needs sleep is a liability.”

Those eyes swung back to Haeight, and she wavered. Sloth? But she didn’t want to—

“—Agreed. Six days rest. Sloth. She is not a Veteran Hunter. Six days will do. Issue her with a card, Marvekh. Twenty gold will do. Huntress Haeight will claim her indulgence of sloth. Starting now.”

“But I can work—”

Haeight stood up, flustered. She had been avoiding her indulgences, even though she should have started after her sixth month. Deilfec turned.

Her gaze pierced Haeight through the chest. The [Hunter] staggered—sat back down, and Marvekh nodded.

“At once, Guildmistress.”

He received no reply. The Veteran Hunters sat down, and Pictirm barely looked up as Loshell called for more food. Haeight sat there for a long while, rattled.

——

When she and Marvekh retreated to go over her vacation, Haeight pulled at her tunic as she began to put her armor back on.

Marvekh shook his head.

“You won’t need that. You’re taking your indulgence. No work—and you don’t need armor, Haeight. Do you have anything casual?”

“Six days? But you need me!”

“I’ll make do with Conscripted Hunters and the rest, Haeight. A team of over two hundred just came back from Afiele where they were restoring order. They’ve been putting down roaming undead for months. Half will be claiming indulgences, but we can breathe.”

“Oh. But—”

Marvekh stopped arguing and hissed as he stared at her chest. Haeight looked down—and there was a red weal of flesh just above her sternum.

“Deilfec’s stare. You’ve been marked, Haeight.”

“She barely glanced at me.”

“Well, she wasn’t angry.”

The [Close-Quarters Hunter] turned, and Marvekh raised his brows. He rubbed at his prosthetic leg.

“—Annoyed. Not angry. Or you’d have a hole in your skin, not just a mark.”

“There’s one on my back, too. It went straight through me.”

She could feel it. The Guildmistress’ eyes were a weapon unto themselves. Marvekh shook his head.

“Commander Agshiga herself and the Guildmistress. Make the most of your holiday, and don’t worry. We have this. Just rest up and come back ready for work.”

That made sense. Haeight sagged.

“Really? Six days?”

“Oh, yes. You’re now indulging in sloth, Haeight. You can switch it next month when it comes up, although you can wait as many as three months since you’re not a Veteran Hunter. You should be happy.”

“Why? I’ll be restless all week.”

Six days. Marvekh chuckle without much humor.

“Well, if you were a Veteran Hunter, you’d be resting for sixteen days. At least.”

“Half a month!?”

“That’s sloth for you.”

He was finding a card in a drawer that the Desk Hunters used. Haeight had never seen a Hunter’s Card up close. She took it glumly.

“What’s this?”

One side was plated copper, the other—wood with ink on it? The ink had smudged names, numbers…

“I forgot. Sorry—”

Marvekh produced a white cloth and scrubbed as he poured a tiny bit of clear liquid out of a vial.

“No one can erase this except someone from the Hunter’s Guild. Any [Shopkeeper] in Menorome knows what to do with this. If they don’t produce a special quill and ink—it’s a scam. Just don’t try writing on it yourself. That will land you in trouble, and any [Shopkeeper] can also tell you how much you have left. This one is twenty gold coins…there.”

He erased the ink and handed it back. Haeight realized the back had rows and columns; it was a primitive tally where you could write…

“This is my Hunter’s Card?”

“Twenty gold coins. You’re not to use it on anything…exciting. You’re indulging in sloth. You can be festive, just not go galloping across the countryside. Archery practice at a stall is acceptable. Training is not. Do you understand the difference?”

Haeight had heard of indulgences like the rest of the [Hunters], but she had never known what it meant. Now—she listened to the rules.

In the capital’s guild, each Hunter was assigned an indulgence and a virtue. Although—Haeight had been informed she only needed to claim an indulgence as a lower-ranked Hunter. There were a number of them, and you could sort Hunters into broad categories.

She had now become a member of sloth. Laziness. That was the group Huntress Pictirm belonged to. Haeight struggled to absorb the rules as she held the card that contained more pay than she’d earn in half a year at her old job.

“So I get to pay for up to twenty gold coins—and I have six days off?”

“Yes. Restrictions apply to your Hunter’s Card. Not all shops accept it; most do. Sleeping Parlors love [Hunters] like you. Foreign [Merchants] usually refuse to deal with it unless you have a very nice card because of the hassle. Oh, and you should know that you can’t defer your card.”

“Defer it how?”

“Give it to someone else. Ask for coins instead of the card—pay for a friend. Fellow Hunters are acceptable, and you can pay for a shared meal, but if there is a suspicion you are misusing it, there will be an investigation.”

“I understand.”

The rules were clearly meant to stop [Hunters] from misusing the card…but Haeight’s head hurt. Especially when she saw another Hunter stride over.

“I’m here to claim my indulgence. I have to, apparently—oh, Huntress Haeight. Did you kill the Crypt Lord? I would have gone, but I was asleep.”

Haeight turned and saw, to her relief, a Hunter she did like. Withrel removed his face mask with one gloved hand to show her a disconcerting smile. It made his mouth twist awkwardly; he had a scar that literally gashed open his lips and exposed his teeth.

Withrel replaced the mask that he almost always wore over his mouth and nose. It left only his blonde brows and reddish eyes visible. He was a traditional [Hunter], a true bowman, and his class was [Hunter of the Arrow]. Unlike Haeight, he took down most of his targets without them even getting close.

“How much, Withrel? Haeight is having her first indulgence, and she’s panicking. Nevermind, I will look it up. Give me a second.”

“Ah.”

Withrel’s voice was typically muffled by his mask, but everyone who knew him was used to it. He eyed Haeight with some sympathy.

“Seven months? No wonder they tracked you down. The Guild does make you take the indulgences.”

“I know. Guildmistress Deilfec stared me down.”

“How many holes did she leave?”

Withrel made a show of checking Haeight up and down. She smiled—and the two realized they had some time to actually talk.

“You look tired. It’s good you claimed an indulgence. You’ll get used to it. Which one…?”

“Sloth?”

“Ah. Very good. You could use rest.”

“It’s six days. Why do I have to rest the entire time? Couldn’t I train or…?”

The other [Hunter] shook his head as he placed a bag of holding on the table, ready to be filled. Marvekh took it as he unlocked a safe.

“The Hunter’s Guild believes each Hunter should have an outlet. Hence the system. When I came here—I thought it was nonsense. But rules are rules, and you can claim an indulgence that’s easy to satisfy. I have only one day off. And some indulgences do help.”

“I should do that. I have a twenty-gold card! What’s your indulgence?”

“Greed.”

Haeight turned—stared in frank disbelief. She saw no less than eighty gold coins being placed in stacks of five on the counter, and then the entire sum was poured into his bag of holding.

“Greed? That’s so much—”

“And I must spend it. I buy potions, but it can’t all be gear. I’ve been eyeing some professional bracers from Avel, and they have a bunch of bowstrings. Perhaps I’ll even buy a new bow. My indulgence is greed, after all. It keeps me spending, and I think about what I’ll buy every time three months pass.”

Greed. It was so much gold! More than any regular [Hunter] earned in a year, even a Dedicated Hunter!

Most people of Noelictus could expect to earn several silver per day of honest labor. There were twenty silver coins to a gold coin—a gold coin was sometimes considered a week’s income for a decent job. Or a month’s expenses for an entire family.

Magic and artifacts cost a lot of gold, and few could afford them—except someone like Withrel. Or an adventurer. Or the nobility.

He spoke lightly, but his eyes and even Haeight’s travelled to the gold, and when he took the bag of holding, he hefted it. They were, both of them, young men and women. Even with Haeight’s principles, the thought she could get that much gold…she stared at her own card. But then she listened to how Withrel talked.

“So you can buy things you need with greed?”

“And I get the same card as you. I enjoy the indulgence, truly. It’s a shame Ceinra didn’t have her indulgence with us. I can at least show you around the city on my day off.”

Ceinra was the last [Hunter] that Haeight knew who wasn’t a Veteran. Haeight nodded carefully, and now her back prickled as she saw Marvekh sign them out.

“I will see you at dawn, Withrel. You, in six days, Haeight. Rest up—and enjoy your indulgences.”

The Desk Hunter smiled, but he looked—none of the three said what was in Haeight’s heart, but they met gazes, and it lingered unsaid. She was glad of it. Haeight was about to follow Withrel when she turned to Marvekh with a question.

“What’s your indulgence, Marvekh?”

He paused, and Withrel’s gaze flicked to Haeight’s warningly. Marvekh, though, just raised a hand and flushed.

“—Pride. Withrel can explain it. Until later.”

——

The indulgences were seven.

Sloth, Gluttony, Greed, Pride, Wrath, Lust, and Envy.

Of the seven, envy and wrath were not allowed by the Hunter’s Guild as indulgences for regular Hunters. Each Hunter partook of one every three months—or every month if you were a Veteran Hunter.

Haeight hated the system, even though she had to admit she wanted to sleep already. Withrel’s tone was light, but his eyes met hers every now and then.

“Ceinra feels the same way about the indulgences as we do. She’s vocal—you should just let it lie. Take what makes sense. Sloth or greed are good choices. Don’t begrudge Marvekh for taking pride. It may look—presumptuous to you, but he has earned it, and everyone must take one.”

“I know. What’s pride…?”

They were passing out of the Hunter’s Guild now, and Haeight felt light without her blades or crossbow on her back. She still wore her armor, but she was clearly on-break.

And—another Hunter noticed. It was Hunter Loshell.

He was marching out the doors, an axe on his shoulders, ambling, really. The big [Hunter] turned and gave them a smile.

“Oh, Hunter Haeight. Not yet seen pride? Pride is praise and glory. A [Hunter] must be thanked for the work they do, and so it is the right to be celebrated. Nay, the need. Adoration, in its many forms, and self-worth. Not for me. Nor you, I suspect, but some take to it. On your break?”

He leaned on his axe as a group of [Veteran Hunters] strode out the doors. Haeight stopped and touched her hat.

“Yes, Hunter Loshell. Are you?”

“Oh, no. I’m hard at work.”

He didn’t seem like he was in a hurry. As if the man could tell, he smiled and gestured at his frame.

“A carriage awaits. Besides, I’m too full to do more than walk. I should just say that you should enjoy your indulgences. The Guildmistress was rightly concerned. A Crypt Lord can be a danger for a new [Hunter] like you. You do no good to the Guild dead.”

He grinned, exposing spinach or something between his teeth, and Haeight’s bow was brusque.

“I’ll—rest up, Hunter Loshell.”

“Good. We need you to work hard when you return. Perhaps it’s fitting, though. Dorikhem’s little [Hunter] follows well in his footsteps.”

Her teeth were grinding before he mentioned Dorikhem’s name. But then Haeight stared at Loshell. He was smiling, a slow smile as he eyed her and Withrel.

Withrel bowed.

“That’s great praise for such a respected figure, Hunter Loshell.”

“Oh, aye, it is. May Haeight live up to it.”

“What do you mean, I’m following in his footsteps?”

Haeight was angry, and Withrel elbowed her subtly. The other [Hunter] bowed again.

“Hunter Loshell, we would not wish to keep you waiting.”

Loshell glanced towards the door and began to walk faster towards a carriage that had pulled up.

“Fair said. She’ll learn to like her indulgence or change it. Try gluttony if you care for food, Haeight. But as I said. Dorikhem took the indulgence of sloth. Or did he ever seem like he raced about?”

He laughed once, a loud chuckle with no real mirth in it, and Haeight glared after his back. Withrel gripped her shoulder—and only when they were out of the guild and on the streets and sure the older [Hunters] had left in their carriage did he speak.

“Don’t glare like that, Haeight. Ceinra makes it clear how she feels. I’m sure they’re watching her. You need to be subtle. Subtle.”

“I’m trying. But did you see him? Is he even going on a hunt?”

Withrel shrugged.

“I can never tell. It’s certainly not any request I hear or we wouldn’t be running around. They just vanish—and come back after a week and go on their indulgences. But the Guildmistress is in on it, and so is Commander Agshiga. They have to be. Either that or they don’t know or something else is up.”

“I can’t believe Agshiga would be crooked.”

Haeight stopped gripping the Hunter’s Card when she felt it beginning to crack. It was biting into her palms, she had been squeezing it so hard. She tucked it into her belt pouch, and Withrel sighed.

“Neither could I believe that about Hunter Dorikhem. He was nothing like the tales of him I heard, but you knew him. I think they force us to do the indulgences to get us used to them. I—like being given that much gold. It motivates me. How long until it defines me?”

He looked troubled as he put his hand on his belt pouch. Haeight shook her head.

“I could never become like that.”

“Perhaps. But don’t show them. A [Hunter] doesn’t face his foes head on—”

“—she waits and strikes them dead. I know.”

It was so hard applying the tactics of war to this. But Withrel and Ceinra—and a number of [Hunters] their age, for that matter—were committed to doing what was right. They were so overworked it was hard to coordinate, but Haeight stood straighter as Withrel turned to her.

“Don’t mess it up, Haeight. We’re counting on you.”

She shook her head, despairing of his quiet confidence in her.

“If you can’t find anything out, I won’t. I can barely find time to even speak between jobs. Is Marvekh on our side?”

Withrel took his mask off slightly to grimace as they passed out of the quiet street and into Menorome. It was still night, and so the city was aglow with lights and people about. It had been empty on the roads just past midnight outside the city.

Here—there were crowds, and they parted respectfully for the two [Hunters] to walk. A few [Shopkeepers] waved at them.

“Hunters, do you have cards? I have snacks—”

“A rest at our parlors, young [Hunters]? You could sleep a day away!”

“If you need anything, we can direct you to—”

She hated how they fawned over her because of the card and the indulgences. Yet Haeight didn’t like the quiet stares of disapproval either. She wanted a future in which [Hunters] were respected for their deeds, not the quiet question of corruption.

But she was hardly an asset to the movement of the younger [Hunters], or so she thought. Withrel corrected her as he lowered his voice.

“Haeight. Don’t be a fool. Nor will I speak of who is…helping. Just in case. But whatever we may find out—and we have no one in the higher ranks willing to tell us what is happening. This is a long investigation, and it has been bloody. Members who did rise to Veteran Hunter either turned to the indulgences and refused to speak. Or died.”

“How many…?”

“I’ve heard of no less than eleven who made Veteran Hunter. Three turncoats. Eight died within their first month before they reported what they found.”

Haeight felt a chill on her skin like Guildmistress Deilfec’s glare. A prickling suspicion. Danger and watchfulness.

“I understand. I’ll pretend as best I can.”

He shook his head at her.

“Don’t do that. Just genuinely enjoy it, eh? And know that you matter because—you’re on your six-day break, Haeight. Isn’t there someone you want to meet? Rumor has it Duchess Greina and her team, Noble Spirit, might be in the city. If anyone you should meet is here…”

It would be her old friend. A [Duchess] of Noelictus, highly-ranked, a woman of integrity, and someone who had been in the Hunter’s Guild long enough to see what she had. Assuming Greina was still true…Haeight’s eyes opened. She gave Withrel a nod.

“I can do that!”

She was about to stride towards the Adventurer’s Guild, but he actually grabbed her and put her in a headlock.

“Not so fast. I’ll show you around, and then you can be subtler. Allies, Haeight. Allies. And careful. Remember whom Commander Agshiga is married to?”

Haeight went still. She was married to Prince Seratoito, second in line to the throne after Their Majesties. She had heard that Prince Seratoito…

How high did the rot spread? It had to be high or else it would have been dealt with. Haeight swallowed and realized the Crypt Lord was not the threat. Since joining the Hunter’s Guild—

The true threat was secret. Buried. And the more she dug…

She was a Hunter. She had to find the truth. Even if that meant descending into the secrets of the Hunter’s Guild—she would do it with torch and blade in hand. But first—

Huntress Haeight enjoyed her indulgence of sloth. And it was on her days off when she first met Cara O’Sullivan.

——

For all being a [Hunter] in Menorome gave you countless perks—the ability to meet celebrities was not one of them.

When Haeight presented herself to the Adventurer’s Guild on the third day, the [Receptionist] heard her out.

“I am a childhood friend of Duchess Greina, and if she recalls me, I would like to speak at her convenience. Could you inform her of my presence whenever she returns?”

The woman gave Haeight a respectful look from head to toe—but her smile was disingenuous.

“Huntress Haeight—are you here on an indulgence, perchance? Pride? We do have an allowance for that, but even so, Gold-rank adventurers are…”

Haeight was already thoroughly sick of indulgences. Her landlord had come over the day her indulgence had begun to assure her no one would bother her during her period of sloth—in fact, the Hunter’s Guild had paid for her apartment. Two travelling salespeople had come by to offer her a pillow and blankets.

She was so annoyed about her Hunter’s Card she’d bought a Sariant Lamb’s wool pillow and then agonized about spending eleven gold pieces on a pillow and refused to sleep on it.

Worse, she’d needed the rest, and so she had fulfilled her indulgence to a tee. Two days of sleep after going shopping with Withrel and seeing him put down fifty-six gold coins on a Gnoll shortbow to send to a niece—

Well, she could see why Menorome was the famous heart of Noelictus that even foreigners loved. It was never dark in the city; ironically, the few hours of day were considered boring times when you should rest. The pale light was nothing compared to the candles blooming in profusion at night.

Indeed, a scaly Drake, one of the descendants of Dragons, was dreamily staring out a window at the colors. He looked wide-eyed—and Haeight peeked at him as she talked to the [Receptionist].

Non-Humans were rare in Terandria, and the two predominant species were half-Elves and Dwarves. Other non-Humans like Drakes, who came from the southern continent of Izril, were even rarer.

He had spines protruding from his neck instead of hair, bright orange scales, and a long tail curled around his chair! He was surely an adventurer—but the [Receptionist] coughed and drew Haeight’s attention back.

“Even for an indulgence of pride, we cannot just arrange a meeting with a Gold-rank adventurer, Huntress Haeight.”

Haeight tugged on her hat, embarrassed and frustrated.

“It’s not for an indulgence. I just know her.”

“I understand, Huntress. But many people…know Duchess Greina. Or would dearly like to speak with her. Even requests for her team have to be vetted. I am sorry.”

“Can’t you leave her a message? Tell her it’s Haeight from Fiskren. She might remember, and if she doesn’t—”

It was only then that Haeight realized the [Receptionist] thought she didn’t know Greina. The woman made a show of writing down the details on a slip of paper.

“I’ll tell you what. I can put this in her intray, Huntress Haeight. I can’t promise she’ll read it, but it will be at the top of her box.”

Haeight paused—and the [Hunter] nodded and stepped back to let someone else in line take her place.

“Thank you. That will do.”

She strode out of the Adventurer’s Guild, pausing only to adjust the laces of her boots. When she did—Haeight glanced at one of the polished windows and saw through the glass the [Receptionist] very clearly tossing the piece of paper into a bin at her feet.

Damn.

Haeight hadn’t realized how famous Greina was. Then again, she had been a Silver-rank adventurer when Haeight had first become a [Hunter], and she had already been the talk of Fiskren.

Three years and they called Duchess Greina one of the most promising adventurers, a rising star. She might become one of the youngest Named-rank adventurers in the world, soon, the youngest since the Stargnoll of Izril, Lehra Ruinstrider.

She was friends with Princess Telleis of Samal, to the north; in fact, the two adventured together quite often. Greina led Noble Spirit, a Gold-rank team who slew monsters and took on threats to Noelictus, and they claimed she was a master of using her aura, trained to fight like a [Hunter] of Noelictus.

She was the third-most eligible bachelorette in Terandria! Haeight couldn’t believe it—her short friend, who used to run around playing at being a Hunter?

—Then Haeight saw another desk selling illustrations of famous adventurers by the door. She actually stopped, and another [Clerk] saw her inspecting a series of illustrations.

“Do you like any particular adventurer, Huntress? We accept Hunter Cards—and we have almost every Named-rank adventurer! Even foreign ones. Would you care to see a catalog?”

“Ah, yes.”

Part of what made Named-rank adventurers so famous were their deeds, and many had been put to song, illustration, or story. In fact, Haeight recognized a few of the pictures the [Clerk] laid out in a pretty binder.

There was a woman with a golden bow, aiming a glowing arrow at a gigantic, snarling monster with green skin and crimson eyes. The Goblin King, Velan the Kind, and the woman who had slain him. Elia Arcsinger, Captain of Arcsinger’s Bows, the half-Elf [Archer] who had killed the Goblin King.

“Always a classic. And we have new adventurers. Here is Lehra Ruinstrider.”

“Oh, the Stargnoll.”

A younger Gnoll, a tall, hyena-like woman with fur instead of skin, bright blonde, was holding a shining blade aloft that glittered overhead. Lehra Ruinstrider, holding the relic they called the ‘Blade of Mershi’.

Next to her was another Izrilian adventurer, a Drake holding alchemical flasks filled with bubbling liquids in his claws—three bottles per claw, held between his clawed fingers, as he threw them at a group of fleeing monsters that Haeight recognized.

Crelers, the plague that came from Rhir, one of the deadliest monsters in the world, with a bounty on sight for even the newly hatched ones. The older they got, the deadlier. An Adult could kill a dozen Hunters in the blink of an eye.

“Who’s this?”

The [Clerk] had to read the caption at the bottom.

“…Saliss of Lights. A Drake [Alchemist] of Pallass. One of the six Walled Cities of Izril.”

“I see. Why is he naked?”

The Drake was indeed completely naked, his dusky yellow scales shining in the image—only a tastefully placed leaf was keeping this image from being pornography. The [Clerk] hesitated.

“—I don’t believe I know. Named-ranks are peculiar. Are you interested in—?”

“No. And my indulgence is not lust. Can I see…Duchess Greina of Noelictus? She’s not a Named-rank, though.”

The [Clerk] smiled, then.

“Ah. But we do have her as one of Noelictus’ adventurers. Duchess Greina—right here.”

Then Haeight laid eyes on a woman she barely recognized. She blinked down at a grinning, huge face and a crossbow on one shoulder as a heavy boot trod a Ghoul’s face into the ground.

It was artistic license, but the image seemed true to appearance. And Greina was…

Well, short and stocky, just like Haeight remembered. A strong chin, but she had put on muscle, and she was wearing something that looked close to the equipment [Hunters] wore. She carried a crossbow, a huge one, an arbalist’s gigantic weapon—and she was probably barely an inch over five feet tall.

Greina had always said there was a bit of Dwarf blood in her family. Haeight peered down as the [Clerk] listed off her friend’s achievements.

“She is a rising star in Menorome—I think she’s even in the city. Did I hear you wanted to meet her, Huntress? I’m afraid to say everyone does. Noelictus’ own daughter, fighting undead like a [Hunter]! Only she takes no coin—begging your pardon, you [Hunters] don’t, obviously! But she’s developed a name for taking contracts without pay, and she and the Princess of Samal are great friends. It’s taken even the Kingdom of Keys by storm. We can’t keep stories of them on the shelves, or pictures.”

“Can I buy this one?”

Haeight looked down at her friend. She stared at the brave smile of Greina. Wondered what had caused her to quit being a [Hunter]. Couldn’t she have waited two years?

…No. She was doing exactly what Haeight would have done if she’d learned the truth of the Hunter’s Guild. Haeight exhaled.

“Is there any chance of meeting her?”

The [Clerk] gave her a sympathetic look as he prepared an image of Greina for Haeight to take.

“I’m afraid that even if you waited in this very spot for her team to return, you can’t just walk over to her, Huntress. They’re often mobbed by adoring supporters, and the Guild pays to keep busybodies away. They do appear in the palace, so you might have luck at a formal event. The Hunter’s Guild does send members there for the indulgence of pride, or so I’ve heard.”

“I bet. Thank you.”

Sighing, Haeight pocketed the picture. It would help her spot Greina if they met in a crowd, anyways. Then she strode out the door. All she had to do was get close to Greina. Once they heard each other’s voices—

——

“Greina, it’s me! It’s—”

Haeight had never feared mortal men and women. She was a Huntress of Noelictus, and undead were her forte, but any monsters, or the Demons of Rhir, were her true quarry. If need be, she might fight against [Bandits] and the like, but people?

People bled and were weak. Even if they had Skills, so what? She had nothing to fear from them, especially in Menorome.

And she believed that. Right up until she ran into a sea of fans crowding around her friend. Haeight had waited outside the Adventurer’s Guild despite the warning, and she had gone running the instant she saw a crowd of people.

She had nearly pushed to the front when something hit her like a Crypt Lord. The [Hunter] staggered, shoved back—

And a screaming teenage girl, fourteen and probably half Haeight’s weight, checked her to the ground with sheer momentum. Haeight got up, cursing, and had to put her hat back on. She shouted louder.

“Greina, it’s Haeight! It’s—”

A huge laugh and a familiar presence was ahead of her. Greina’s aura, a physical manifestation of her nature, hung in the air, and Haeight saw her holding up her hands as some [Bouncers] from the Adventurer’s Guild kept the crowd back.

At the sight of her, Haeight elbowed forwards.

“Greina!”

The Duchess heard. She turned—and saw Haeight’s hat in the crowd. The Duchess saw the crest of the Hunter’s Guild and Haeight’s armor—but not the woman herself or her desperate face, her white hair.

She grimaced, the smile faded, and she turned away, towards the guild. But Haeight was almost in sight.

“Greina!”

Heedless of the other fans now, she elbowed forwards. She was a [Hunter]! And she would get Greina’s attention even if she had to hurt them a little—

“Out of my way!”

The same girl punched Haeight in the jaw, and someone shoved her back. She threw herself forwards, grunting, using the strength she’d gotten from training to—

“Greina, it’s me! I’m your biggest fan! Can I join your team?”

“Duchess! Princess Telleis!”

—Like stone! The [Hunter] paled as she ran into a wall of fans—and then they knocked her flat. She heaved aside one man, raised her hand—

“[Out Of My Way]!”

She went flying. Haeight actually left the ground, tumbled into someone—and then began getting trampled by a mob of people. By the time the door closed and was barred and the famous Duchess was safe in the guild—a single [Hunter] and several other unlucky fans were lying on the street. Haeight stared up at the sky and thought the zombies had been easier.

——

She tried three more times over the next two days, and by the third failure, she was actually tempted to draw a hatchet.

Greina’s fans were literally insane! One of them, a screaming Dwarf woman, actually threw Haeight into a wall when they tried to fight for the front of the crowd, and Haeight swore she’d cracked a rib.

The wall had been ten feet away. The dazed [Hunter] slid to the ground, wondering what the hell they fed civilians in Menorome. And realizing her attempts to get to Greina were futile.

A beaten woman stepped away from the Adventurer’s Guild, and Haeight realized she looked like she’d come back from a mission, so badly askew was her hat and so messy were her clothes.

I should just go home and sleep. I’ll never get her attention. We were children when we made that promise…she didn’t reach out to me, and I didn’t write her letters.

Haeight glumly leaned on the wall, catching her breath, and decided she was better off resting. When she got back to work, she’d be running nonstop. She was just stumbling down the street when she ran into someone.

“Ow!”

A young woman was running full-sprint and slammed into Haeight. The [Hunter] staggered; the young woman fell down, cursing. Haeight growled.

“Watch where you’re going!”

The young woman barely paid attention to her. She brushed frantically at her pink hair tangled across her face—pink hair?—and leapt to her feet. Then she shouted.

“Wait! Wait—”

She surged upright, and Haeight saw someone dart left. The young woman got up—and tackled the first figure. Haeight hesitated.

What was this now?

“Let go of me. Help. Help. I am being assaulted—”

The figure who’d been tackled called out in a loud, but surprisingly inflectionless voice. Haeight saw her trying to rise, but the other person, the one Haeight had run into, was trying to hold on.

“Stop running!”

“You are out of coins. I am returning to my post. If you enjoyed my services—”

“I’ll pay! I just gave all my damn money to Yoitha to make drums! Please, just one hour! Elena, right? Please—”

“Help. Help. I am being abducted.”

Two young women were wrestling in the street. One had on a familiar maid’s outfit, the other was in clothing that reminded Haeight of her own. Long pants, not a skirt like traditional Noelictus dress, a bright jacket, pink hair—and a surprisingly desperate face as she wrestled with the blonde, taller girl.

The taller young woman had a blank face, and she was shouting for help. Haeight hesitated—and then drew her axe.

“Stop. By the Hunter’s Guild, what’s going on?”

“Oh shit.”

The hatchet made the young woman freeze. The other girl just stood up.

“I am now safe.”

She announced to the crowd, who were murmuring and looking askance at—pink-haired girl. Now, Haeight recognized at least one of the two.

“That’s…one of the Helpful Servants. You cannot lay hands on her, Miss. Back away. Now.”

“Whoa, whoa. Don’t hit me with that. I’m—wait!”

The young woman with pink hair raised her arms, then as the first turned to go, she grabbed the arm. Instantly, the Helpful Servant began screaming again.

“Help. Help. I am being inappropriately touched—”

“Oh, shut up! I’m not doing anything to you! Just listen. What’s wrong with you? What did they do to you?”

Something about the frantic way the young woman spoke made Haeight hesitate. She would have normally just erred on the side of the abductee…but it was a Helpful Servant.

“Guardsman of Noelictus. Halt! Stop attacking the Helpful Servant. Either settle it at the shop or I will arrest you.”

A [Guard] came striding through the crowd at last and spotted Haeight. He did a double-take and grew more alert.

“Huntress! Thank you for handling things, but please, lower your axe! There’s no need for that in Menorome.”

She sheathed the axe; indeed, her presence had made most of the citizens hurry on. But Haeight nodded to the [Watchman].

“Dedicated Huntress Haeight. Er—junior [Hunter]. I was on my day off when I saw her chasing this one.”

The mention of ‘junior [Hunter]’ made the [Guard] smile with a bit more respect, ironically. He ducked his head, then glared at the duo. The one grabbing the Helpful Servant finally put her hands up as he held up a hand.

“Let go of her, Miss. Now. What’s going on? Is this a matter of payment or…she’s a hired Helpful Servant, Miss. Not yours. We’ve been seeing more people trying to hold onto their Helpful Servants. They’re not possessions. If you don’t let her go, I’ll have to arrest you.”

“That’s fine! Just let me—pay her to stay a second and talk to me! I just don’t have my coin pouch on me!”

“Miss—there are plenty of Helpful Servants at every stall. What’s your name? Occupation? Are you foreign to Noelictus?”

Haeight’s head swung back to the girl as she responded, still watching the Helpful Servant, who had paused since she was in the presence of the law.

Helpful Servants. They weren’t common in Fiskren, another thing that she’d only seen in Duke Fiskren’s own mansion now and then to help with the staff. But the capital obviously had them, and they were a trend.

The blank-faced people who did jobs for you at fractions of the normal price were good, hard workers. If disconcertingly like Golems. Haeight had heard it was perfectly normal, some kind of class, and certainly, she’d seen Helpful Servants doing tons of menial chores.

Actually, they were only blank-faced when they were waiting for employment. Then they’d laugh, tease you, and work as hard as any [Maid] or other class. Haeight supposed it made them look professional.

This girl was acting—odd, though. The way she’d shouted for help when the other girl grabbed her and how she stood now, expressionless—that wasn’t how anyone behaved in Haeight’s experience.

Indeed, the other girl was desperate by comparison as she gave her identity to Haeight and the [Guardsman].

“Cara O’Sullivan, alright?”

“Is that your real name, Miss?”

The [Guardsman] had a truth stone, and the girl hesitated.

“Yes!”

No.

Haeight recognized the second of hesitation. But to her astonishment—the truth stone glowed white. Truth. The [Guardsman] was too busy looking at that, and he nodded.

“Do you work in the city?”

“Yes, I’m one of the events at the Synphasia Theatre.”

The [Guardsman] and Haeight did a double-take at that. The Synphasia? That was the premier source for entertainment. You could hear music coming from there, and they even performed before the royal court at times.

“Really? Wait…are you the one who calls herself the ‘Siren of Songs’?”

Cara rolled her eyes, looking embarrassed and annoyed.

“Yes, and the Baroness of the Beats and the Duchess of Dance. It’s my stage-name. I need to talk to this person. Elena! That is your name, right?”

She turned, and Elena smiled blankly.

“Yes, I am Elena, a Helpful Servant. I am returning to my shop. Please do not accost me.”

“She’s a Helpful Servant, Miss. Do you know her?”

The [Guardsman] looked clearly annoyed by the disturbance, and Cara hesitated.

“No, but—I think I do, but she won’t talk to me unless I pay her.”

“That’s how her class works, Miss. She’s on the job. Pay her and they get more alert. Some kind of class. I wouldn’t mind it myself, if I could zone out. You’re causing a disturbance. You’ve even bothered a Hunter of Noelictus—and I’m sure she’s busy!”

The [Guardsman] gave Haeight another nod and whispered.

“You can resume your duties, Huntress.”

“That’s alright. I’m on a day off. I feel partly responsible—I haven’t seen a Helpful Servant in ages.”

He sighed.

“You must be from out of the city, Huntress…”

“Haeight.”

“Haeight. They’re growing about here. Not a problem—less of a problem, actually. But sometimes you get people who swear they’ve fallen in love or even attack the Helpful Servants! Terrible things.”

He shuddered, and Haeight wondered if that ever went the other way, if a Helpful Servant stole or swindled employers. But Elena just stood there—and the [Guardsman] was trying to resolve this.

“If you have coins, Miss, you can convince her to stay or go to the shop. I’m sure you can find her again.”

“No, I can’t! She keeps being rotated—”

“That’s what happens. Maybe reserve her?”

“I don’t have my bag of coins on me! It’s with my friend! Look, can you bring her to the Synphasia Theatre? The owner and everyone can vouch for me. I just need—”

“I am not for exclusive service unless you would like to pay the Noble-class price. Six gold coins for a week, please.”

“Six? She must be good at her job.”

The [Guardsman] whistled, and Cara clawed at her cheeks.

“Just let me borrow it from my friends! Come on—I’ll give you a ticket to the Synphasia or something!”

“Miss, you cannot bribe me. Just let it go, and I’m sure you’ll meet her—”

At this point, Huntress Haeight intervened. Partly because the argument between Cara and the [Guardsman] was clearly going to result in an altercation—Cara was not about to give up—and partly because Haeight felt a twinge of…unease.

There was something in the young woman’s gaze that was desperate and horrified. Something that called to Haeight. It was just an impulse—but she fumbled something out of her belt pouch.

“Excuse me. I don’t really need this. Would—this do?”

Elena had been edging away, but she turned, and Cara stopped remonstrating with the [Guard] as they stared at what Haeight held. Cara’s eyes widened, and the [Guardsman] sighed.

“A Hunter’s Card? We accept Hunter’s Cards. Would you like to purchase my services?”

Elena instantly turned, and Haeight gestured to Cara.

“Yes, for this young woman. Er—what services do I purchase? Did she do anything to you?”

Now she was wary, and Cara hesitated, but Elena shook her head. It seemed as though she came alive for a second. She blinked, then smiled and laughed in a refreshing and personable way, then she blinked at Cara as if seeing her for the first time.

“Her? She just asked me a bunch of questions about a personal—no. Not at all. She’s a [Singer], and I liked listening to her. She didn’t touch me inappropriately—but she tried to stop me going back home. Which she can’t do. Sorry, Cara.”

“Elena…”

Cara looked at Haeight, and the [Hunter] exhaled.

“Then I’ll pay for a week. Put it on this card. Actually, use the rest of the gold here. There should be about nine pieces’ worth.”

“Nine gold?”

The [Guardsman] was dismayed, and Haeight was relieved to be rid of the card’s value. Elena produced a little quill from her belt pouch and wrote on it.

“…There. This is not a formal seal, but please take this to the nearest Helpful Servant Shop and they will complete it. I have written my name, Elena, and Cara, you have my attention.”

She turned, and Cara sagged in relief as the [Guardsman] gave Haeight a grateful nod.

“That is generous of you, Huntress. It’s not exactly how it should be done, but—it clears up the problem.”

“I didn’t have much use for the card. If it helps—”

Haeight shrugged. The [Guardsman] favored her with a salute.

“Thank you, then, Huntress. I have to go.”

He strode off after warning Cara one last time about her conduct. But the Singer was just whispering to Elena, and she only realized Haeight was still there when the Hunter began to walk off.

“Wait! Thank you, whomever you are! You saved me. I—do I know you?”

She paused and frowned at Haeight. The [Hunter] bet she’d met someone else and touched her hat.

“I am a Hunter of Noelictus, Miss. I’m glad I could—help, so long as all is well. I don’t believe we’ve met, though. We do look alike.”

“No…we have. You’re that b—the woman who nearly ran me over on horseback last week! I never forget a face. Well—thanks!”

Haeight blinked, and she vaguely recalled her ride to fight the Crypt Lord. She blushed slightly.

“Apologies, Miss. I was on a mission to slay undead.”

Cara studied her, and for the first time, the two women sized each other up and down. Haeight didn’t know what Cara saw, but the young woman was odd.

Her hair was definitely dyed, and she stood, favoring one leg, pitching her voice such that heads turned even when she was only speaking directly to Haeight. She stood as if she were the center of the world, and that was arrogance.

But she also seemed tired and worried as she glanced at Elena—and she had not backed down when the [Guardsman] accosted her. Nor even when Haeight had drawn the axe. Most civilians flinched. Cara had only gotten wary and determined.

Strange. [Singers] must be tougher than I thought. Then again, the musicians of the field are. A foreigner, then, and an interesting one. Cara took a breath and met Haeight’s eyes.

“I should be the one thanking you. Really. You don’t know what…Haeight is your name, right?”

“Dedicated Hunter Haeight of the Guild. Think nothing of it.”

“No, no. I’ll remember it. A Hunter? You’re the group that slays undead. Most places, at least.”

Haeight’s head jerked slightly. She normally didn’t get mad, but something about that comment—she took a breath and calmed herself. This was a strange interaction and reminded her why she was better just doing her job. Slaying undead.

“We go everywhere and slay undead in all places, Miss. Everywhere.”

“Slowly, I’ve heard. And your Hunter’s Cards seem to be filled with a lot of money. Again, thank you, but I have to correct you on that.”

For a thankful woman, Cara was making Haeight actually angrier than Greina’s insane fanbase. The [Hunter] crossed her arms.

“Name one place we have failed to turn up, Miss…Cara. The Hunters of Noelictus travel even from our kingdom’s borders to slay the foes of Terandria. We work without end. Where have we failed that you’ve seen?”

Cara stared her in the eyes and then spoke, and Haeight’s stomach dropped.

“I saw none of your people at Afiele until it was done.”

Then there was silence. Elena stood there, smiling and waiting for them to finish, and Haeight’s heart jumped.

Afiele? She had heard it had been hit by a horde. It was one of the furthest places from the capital, along the border, but the local Hunter’s Guild hadn’t stopped the attack and—

“—I am sure Hunters were dispatched from the capital. Were you—do you know this first-hand?”

Cara’s gaze was direct.

“Oh, yes. I was there, and they did get there. A month too late. Over two hundred of them, but by that point, most of the undead were gone. And over half left, and a bunch of regular [Hunters] cleaned up the last undead, I heard.”

A month? They should have come like a storm, in a week or less! You could make that if they rode hell-for-leather. Half left before making sure the dead were disposed of?

Veteran Hunters. Haeight imagined Hunter Loshell in a sudden flash, and her blood boiled. Cara eyed her face and stepped back.

“I mean, uh, thank you. Truly, but I can’t lie about that.”

“No…no. You have every right to—you were at Afiele?”

“Yep. During the entire siege. Elena, will you go back to the Synphasia or the crew rooms with me now?”

“Yes, absolutely, Cara. Incidentally, your hair is a godawful mess. Pink does not become you, and you look like you strained it in dyed water. Need a hand with it?”

Elena flicked Cara’s hair, and the [Singer] paused along with Haeight. The [Hunter] had never heard anyone say ‘godawful’ before. What a weird phrase.

Everyone knew the gods were dead.

Cara turned back to Haeight.

“If there’s anything I can do for you—you just say the word. Wait! I think I have tickets for the Synphasia. It’s half-off. Sorry, there aren’t any free ones…”

She presented a few crumpled tickets, and Haeight took them while wanting to refuse. Then again, she supposed she might some day go to the theatre. Why not on her last two days off?

“Thank you. You don’t need to do anything for me, really, Miss. Unless…”

She blurted out her problem.

“…you knew Duchess Greina and could let me meet her. She’s a childhood friend.”

The Synphasia was a place that a lot of people liked to visit. Nobility and adventurers and more. Perhaps Cara knew her? Greina did like entertainment.

Cara blinked and frowned.

“Duchess—oh, the Gold-rank adventurer? No, she’s never been, sorry. Childhood friend, you say?”

She looked Haeight up and down, and the woman felt compelled to explain.

“We knew each other as children. I’ve been trying to meet her, but it’s impossible.”

Cara snorted.

“If even Yoitha herself can’t get close, no one can. That Dwarf is going to kill someone someday just to get her heroine’s attention…probably a good audition for an adventurer. Well, I’ll keep it in mind. Duchess Greina. You’re Huntress Haeight?”

“Er—yes.”

Haeight felt stupid for even asking, but Cara nodded. She repeated Haeight’s words.

“Knew each other as friends. Is that true? Because it’d be pretty stupid if that was a lie.”

“It’s true. She might not remember, but—nevermind.”

Haeight was blushing. She turned away and lifted a gloved hand.

“I hope you find whatever you need from your—friend. Good day to you. I have to be about my indulgence.”

“Your what?”

Cara gave Haeight a refreshingly familiar look of incredible skepticism, but then she turned to Elena. Her eyes were wary and sad as she called after Haeight and the [Hunter] walked through the crowd.

“Thank you. I’ll try. I’ll…try.”

——

The strangest thing of all happened the next morning. Haeight was asleep, having slept sixteen straight hours, and she barely remembered anything from yesterday—aside from having her ribs bruised by a Dwarf throwing her at a wall.

She could have slept four more hours, but she did wake at the furious hammering on her door. It was loud, incessant—and Haeight thrust the door open, armor on, glaring and reaching for her hatchet handle.

“I am not buying a pillow or bed. I don’t have a Hunter’s Card, so let me sleep!”

She shouted it as she thrust the door open, and the hammering stopped. There, gauntleted fist raised, beaming up at her, was a familiar face.

Duchess Greina, standing tall in her black boots, stout, braced, a huge crossbow on her back, and a smile like the horizon itself on her face stood with a tall, amused woman at her back and a pair of twins, grinning, both Lizardfolk, slim, carrying spears.

Greina’s voice was deeper than Haeight remembered. She looked tough, and she had a faint scar on one cheek. Her hair was braided back, and she filled the air, not just in body, but in presence. She spoke as Haeight’s mouth dropped and she froze up.

“I knew you’d hate the Hunter Cards and everything the Guild is doing. You never changed, Haeight. I’m sorry I forgot to write you! Much less look you up! There you are!”

“G-Greina? How…?”

She was here! Haeight thought she was having one of those paid dreams in the Sleeping Parlors—but Greina grabbed her and lifted Haeight off the ground in a bear-hug. She was strong!

“Why, the Synphasia, how else? I was there last night when one of the performers shouted your name! I nearly choked to death! She told me you were looking for me, and I found your address from the Guild! They owed me that much, at least. Of all the coincidences!”

Cara had come through! So quickly, too! Haeight was at a loss for words—but then she saw the tall woman tap Greina on the shoulder.

“Put your friend down and let’s talk in private, Greina. Or do you want to shout trouble to the skies? If it’s anything like home, some things deserve to be heard behind lock and key.”

Haeight focused on the woman and noticed her odd blade, a sword—but with a key’s teeth on one end. She had a circlet on her head, and Haeight realized—

This was Princess Telleis of Samal. Another famous adventurer—and member of Greina’s team.

Noble Spirit. Haeight felt dizzy—then Greina looked around at the two Lizardfolk, grinning and nudging each other.

“Oh boy, we get to hear about the conspiracy after all, Rells!”

“You said it, Nells! And maybe now Greina will shut up about it!”

One was male, the other female. They laughed, and Greina sighed. Then she nodded.

“Alright. Let’s find somewhere private. Somewhere they can’t put spies, Ailendamus or Noelictus.”

“Greina, you are impossible at statecraft.”

Telleis sighed, and Greina laughed.

“That’s why I wanted to be an adventurer! Or a [Hunter]! Come on, Haeight!”

She heaved her friend up onto one shoulder and carried her like a sack. Haeight protested.

“Greina! This is so sudden—put me down! Put me—”

She wriggled, but Greina had a grip on her like steel, the [Duchess] was laughing, and too late—Haeight remembered Greina never lost at wrestling when they were kids. Even with boys.

The sight of the Duchess of Fiskren abducting a Huntress of Noelictus was so amazing that Haeight’s neighbors, about to complain about the commotion, just watched from their windows and balconies as Greina marched off with Haeight. Haeight just dangled there. Wondering how the ordinary, bleak, crushing work had suddenly turned into a blossom of hope.

Now she felt like she had Cara to thank, instead of the other way around. Haeight met Greina’s gaze as she put Haeight down, and the two women saw it in each other’s eyes.

A great determination that had never faded.

——

Finding a place to talk in absolute secrecy was actually a lot harder than Haeight had thought. Even the Adventurer’s Guild was unacceptable, and after a quick conversation with her four-person team, Greina grimaced.

“Father’s mansion in the city is out. If there were listening spells—it would be there since they know I’m against the Hunter’s Guild. I’d say the palace—if that weren’t the problem. Telleis?”

“…Even a Sleeping Parlor or something isn’t secure. I do know one spot, but you and I will need to be a tiny bit charming and kind. It might be troublesome, but it’s all political.”

“Who—? Oh, the [Princess]. But is her place secure?”

Telleis raised her brows as Haeight frowned. The [Princess] of Samal, the Paradise of Keys to the north, clearly didn’t mean herself.

“Please, Greina. If there’s anywhere private, it’s somewhere guarded by the Thronebearers of Calanfer. They’re not good for much else.”

So saying, she took them to a royal set of apartments in the inner city and knocked on the door. A man in gold armor opened the door, and Haeight found herself sitting in the anteroom as Telleis and Greina spoke to a flustered woman.

The [Princess] of Calanfer, Seraphel du Marquin? Haeight had vaguely heard of a wedding between Calanfer and Noelictus, but the woman herself was right there!

“—most delighted by the Synphasia’s recommendation, cousin Seraphel. I think His Majesty of Avel was too.”

The King of Avel? Haeight was about to start chewing on her hat—but this was clearly something else, and Greina and Telleis were just—famous. Princess Seraphel exhaled.

“Was he? Oh, that’s—well, wonderful. Er, how can I help you?”

Princess Telleis bowed smoothly from the waist, like a [Duelist], not fellow royalty.

“Could we prevail on your private parlor, Seraphel? We’re discussing something private, and there was no one else I could turn to. I’ll repay the favor, of course.”

Seraphel du Marquin’s eyes flickered as she glanced at Haeight.

“I don’t see why not. Father is always asking me to do what I can for our cousins…by all means. Ask a Thronebearer for anything you need, and don’t worry about the favor.”

They were all then escorted to a private dressing room, and once the door had closed, Telleis exhaled.

“…I’ll need to make it up to Calanfer somehow. There’s always a favor with the King of Diplomacy and his get.”

Greina smiled and replied frankly.

“I rather like her. Seraphel’s more down-to-earth than I expected, and she helped the folk of Afiele, from what I’ve heard. But now we have a private place. Unless the Thronebearers are spying on us?”

Telleis was pacing around the room, and her key-sword was glowing as she drew lines around the edges.

“If they are, I can’t stop them, but Calanfer knows when to give aid and not pry. There’s nowhere more private. So—hello, Huntress Haeight. I’m Princess Telleis, but I’m more of an adventurer than [Princess]. Greina and I met when we were Silver-ranks trying to disguise ourselves, and I’m part of her team, Noble Spirit.”

“And I’m Rells!”

The male Lizardfolk raised a hand. His sister did likewise. One had fire-red scales going to green as they descended towards his tail, the other the same colors—in reverse. They had webbed neck-frills, were slimmer than the Drake—and they were both good with a spear, Haeight was sure.

“And I’m Nells! We’re twins! We’re a [Spearmaster]—”

“But only when we fight together! We’re Gold-rank adventurers too, and we knew Greina when she and us were starting out! Now we’re a famous team!”

“Too famous!”

Greina looked properly embarrassed by it all. She was fidgeting, playing with the lever of her crossbow, looking at Haeight. The white-haied [Huntress] stood there. Then Greina spoke.

“You look a hundred years older than the girl I remember throwing frogs, Haeight. Black skies, but you look tired. Tough—but worn down.”

Her voice was soft, sympathetic, and Haeight’s eyes burned as she looked at her friend.

“You look—like a warrior, Greina. A Gold-rank adventurer. You—became the woman you promised me you’d be.”

Duchess of Fiskren. Tough as the legendary Grishen of House Ladel, only Greina was in her prime. She filled the room with potential—in fact, just standing next to her was like being charged up.

When Greina smiled, it was sadly—but Haeight almost felt like she could see a second face in the air behind Greina, as if the very world were a reflection of her, both air and land.

“But I quit. I couldn’t even last two years. I should have asked you to join my team! But I was ashamed to talk to you. And you—Dedicated Hunter in three years. I was barely a regular [Hunter] when I quit.”

“I don’t blame you.”

Haeight said it too fast, and Greina knew it was a lie. Haeight had never confronted her feelings about Greina leaving, only her determination not to quit herself. The Duchess hung her head.

“…I think we skipped the part where you explained who your friend was, Greina.”

Telleis spoke gently as she looked from Haeight to Greina. The [Duchess] started—and she scratched at her head.

“Oh. Of course. Haeight, this is my team. Princess Telleis may look like a [Princess]—but she’s as down-to-earth as I am. She left her kingdom to seek adventure. Rells and Nells are two wild kids. Brilliant with a spear, but they love pranks and came from Baleros to make their fortunes. I fell in with them, and well—we started slaying undead. Killing them wherever we heard they had popped up—and the Hunter’s Guild were too slow or too busy to deal with them.”

Suddenly, it clicked. Haeight remembered stories of Greina’s team she’d heard over the years. She looked at Greina and the tough boots the woman wore. Her armor wasn’t black—she’d mixed and matched enchanted gear, so she had a brilliant set of yellow armor around wide, enchanted chainmail, and all that was covered by a set of regular leather.

But the armor reminded her of a [Hunter]’s outfit. The only thing missing was the hat. The crossbow? The axe that Greina carried for close-quarters combat?

“You were acting like a [Hunter].”

“Yes. Once I quit the Guild, I had to do something. So I decided I’d do what the [Hunters] were failing at—my way. I funded it through my finances at first, but then we started earning enough from bounties to pay for everything ourselves. Now, we’re Gold-rank, and we take on regular quests—but it’s been killing undead as much as I can justify. We’ve even downed multiple Crypt Lords just wandering around and attacking towns. Not a [Hunter] in sight besides the locals in some regions.”

Greina leaned on her crossbow, and Haeight blinked at her. Telleis coughed again and this time kicked Greina.

“Greina, how do you know Haeight?”

“We promised to be [Hunters] together. The best duo the world’s ever seen. Greina was going to become the Guildmistress of the Hunter’s Guild, and I was going to be—”

“[Commander of the Deathhunt]. Just like Princess Agshiga herself.”

The Duchess flashed a grin, and Haeight turned red. Telleis held a hand in front of her face, hiding a smile, but Greina just looked down at her boots.

“She was my best friend, growing up, everyone. Haeight and I, and kids—but she and I swore we’d do it and clean up the Hunter’s Guild. We knew a bit—I was two years older than her, but I was short, so we were practically of a height. But I went to enlist as a [Hunter] two years ahead of her. Then I fell out of touch when I quit, and the rest you know. I knew Haeight had made Hunter, but I confess…I thought you’d spit in my face, Haeight.”

“Never.”

Haeight shook her head. Greina glanced at her, and Haeight hesitated.

“—Well, after I saw the Guild’s condition myself, I wouldn’t have.”

Telleis took a seat, frowning thoughtfully.

“I see, now. Greina’s complained about the Hunter’s Guild from the day I met her. But I didn’t know she used to want to be a [Hunter]. Strange. First, Calanfer moves to marry into Ovela and there’s threats of war with Ailendamus, skirmishes every week it feels like. Then Afiele is in chaos and there’s reports of…I can’t help but feel it’s related. But explain to me more about the Hunter’s Guild.”

Greina looked at Haeight, and the [Hunter] saw the questioning look. She raised a gloved hand.

“I—so you know, I’m not alone. There are a few others who see what I see. All novice Hunters. But we wanted to talk to you. I wanted to talk to you, Greina, to know why you quit. Because I see what’s happening. I do my job, kill undead every day, but—”

Greina nodded. She heaved a huge sigh and put her boot on one chair. She inspected her arbalest, running her hands over it as she looked around.

“I feared it might come to this. My father’s trying to move the Landsreight, and there are good members of the Parliament…but I think there’s no hope for the Guild. I still feel like Agshiga’s a hero, Haeight. I want to believe it. But I never saw her kill an undead, not once. Even if she’s married into the royal family, she’s part of the Deathhunt—and the royal family is corrupt. Princess Kadane is no fit heir and would rather dance away than do her job. However, Prince Seratoito’s either a traitor or corrupt, or both.”

She paused and shook her head slightly, frowning.

“The royal family is not all as corrupt as he. I pity some, to be honest. Queen Nicterise…a troubled woman, and King Allorev’s more concerned with flirting than ruling. But it is the Hunter’s Guild which is corrupted from head to toe. The Veteran Hunters enjoy their indulgences while good, honest [Hunters] like Haeight are worked to death. And the dead do rise and attack the most remote provinces, and it is all hushed up by the crown while more and more gold goes into the damn Hunter’s Cards, into lavish spending on the Guild.”

She yanked at the lever of her crossbow and cocked it slowly. Then she pulled a huge bolt of steel out and slid it into place.

“I don’t know how to fix it. But I see it must be addressed—and each year, each decade of this slow decline, Noelictus dies. Menorome burns with lights, and it is a hollow fire hiding rot.”

Greina looked around, and Haeight felt a terrible weight settle on her. Until this moment—she did not see it in completeness, the madness and waste. She had not known about the crown or Afiele, but then she sat in her beloved Kingdom of Shade.

And she realized it was wasting away. It was dying, and it would only take one more broken plank of wood, one more failure until it all collapsed. Then the dead would pour forth from below.

——

Greina’s story was a simple one. She spoke it to Haeight and her team, and Haeight repeated it to Withrel and then Ceinra, who both pledged to repeat it to trusted members of the Guild.

Ceinra, like many [Hunters], had seen the undead up close and personal. She was a former musician of the fields, a [Piper] who could play beautifully on the flute. But she had seen a Draugr break into her village and had traded instrument for blade.

She was a [Hunter] of a different kind than Withrel and Haeight. She used wires. Edged wires that cut undead apart. Sawblade traps. Pitfalls. She baited her quarry into traps.

Ironically, her temper and tongue were the most fiery of the trio, and she spat when she heard Greina’s account of why she’d quit.

Not out of contempt, but because it was so familiar. Ceinra had dark black hair with traces of blue, a common phenomenon, and four fingers on her right hand. She’d sliced her middle finger off by accident when learning to handle the wires in training.

“She said she never made Veteran? Never knew what they did?”

“She didn’t have the spirit for it. They worked her like everyone else, no exceptions for her rank. But she protested to the Guildmistress herself. Multiple times, about the Veteran Hunters not going to slay powerful undead. When they didn’t go after a pair of Bone Horrors—she quit.”

“Bone Horrors? Two of them? And the Veteran Hunters didn’t go out?”

In Fiskren’s Guild, two Bone Horrors—amalgamations of bone that were as large as wagons, sometimes—would have half the Guild readying themselves to take them down. Haeight just sat there as the two strung up wires in a copse of trees.

They were doing the same thing Greina was—killing undead. The Gold-rank adventurer just did it without being a [Hunter]. When she’d heard that, Haeight had forgiven Greina any anger or regrets she’d kept over the years, and Greina had asked her forgiveness.

“The Guildmistress told Greina to her face to obey orders and stop complaining. So, Greina quit. Everything she has done is in the spirit of the Guild. But she never found what the Veteran Hunters did. Like Withrel—she feared what they might do to her if they caught her spying. And she thinks they might have…highly-placed allies.”

Ceinra paused in tying a knot.

“How high?”

The [Prince] was a traitor. Haeight didn’t dare say it. Greina had cautioned her that the spies of Noelictus—as well as other powers—might be listening to them and that she might be being monitored as a younger [Hunter].

“—I don’t know. But we must be careful, Ceinra.”

“Must we? Or must we act? I’ve heard there are hordes of undead—hordes that don’t get stopped, Haeight! How many people must die for our inaction? This was delayed a week!”

Ceinra raised her voice—and both heard the groaning sounds grow louder. But they were done, and Haeight lifted her crossbow as Ceinra did the same. They stared ahead as shapes appeared from the woods.

It was a small woods, near a village silent when the two had appeared. Haunted faces had appeared at the reinforced doors and told them they were late.

Late by a week. Two villagers were dead, slaughtered when they opened their doors to go out to deliver food to neighbors who’d run out. Now…they were part of a horde.

Three hundred undead. They ran into the wires first, which cut the heads off of them smoothly, one after another. Ceinra was counting.

“Eighteen…they’ll snap after about twenty.”

“That’s not long.”

The steel wires she had were sharp, thin, and the [Hunter of Traps] glared at Haeight as they both fired a crossbow bolt.

Thunk. Thunk. Two zombies fell, and more took their places. Most were rotted, long dead. Which was odd—the horde had popped up overnight. But perhaps they had come from a place that had never gotten a warning out. It made Haeight’s blood boil.

A horde of undead! Left unchecked, they could slaughter cities and come by the tens of thousands, growing stronger as the undead mutated, as they grew. This was the world-ending potential of hordes, and millions had marched in ages past.

How could the guild have let this lie so long? But it was as Haeight knew, as Greina described.

The Veteran Hunters hadn’t taken this job. Only the overworked junior Hunters. In fact, two of them for over three hundred?

Snap. One of the wires gave, and Ceinra cursed; the two began to reload faster as the zombies passed the first barrier. The greatest danger was if they knocked a tree over or all congregated in one spot.

“[Threat Lure]! Right there! My strings are already [Reinforced Steel], Haeight! Do you think you can make a thin bit of metal cut through heads and bone without wearing? Or if you’d like, I’ll let you hack this lot apart yourself!”

“I might have to! Left!”

They pivoted and kept shooting. Haeight ran through four quivers of bolts, and they were down to their last barricade when the zombies, literally tripping over the corpses of their kin, finally stopped. Haeight kept hacking at the crawling bodies moving under the wires, and Ceinra cursed.

“They’ll be getting up before we can burn this lot. What are we going to do, Haeight?”

Ask the villagers for help? Haeight would rather the two of them do it themselves. They could put down a few zombies rising. This would take all day, though, perhaps two, and the stench and effort…she was about to reply to Ceinra when she realized that wasn’t what the [Hunter] was referring to.

What do we do about the Guild? Haeight let her hands fall. She stood there a second, staring at the dead corpses. So many rotting bodies. Each one should have been put down. Three hundred. The village had been waiting a week.

Where were the Veteran Hunters? Haeight was only Level 27. A single Veteran Hunter like Agshiga should have been able to put down this hoard herself in half the time. Why…

“I don’t know, Ceinra. I don’t know.”

——

When Haeight got back to the guild three days later, she and Ceinra were filthy. Their lungs hurt from breathing in putrid smoke, and their backs and arms ached from hauling corpses, hacking them into bits, and making firewood.

That copse of trees had not done them any favors; the wood had been wet and hard to burn, and then snow had begun to fall.

That alone made Haeight wish, privately, for an indulgence of sloth, and she hated herself for it. It had only been a week since her days off—but she was exhausted already.

She returned to have another Desk Hunter, not Marvekh, lecture her about her report.

“Huntress Haeight, you are inefficient.”

“I’m what?”

The angry Desk Hunter was far older than Marvekh, another Hunter who had retired due to a missing arm. For all that, he filed reports more than anyone else, and he raised his voice.

“Hunter Ceinra is a horde specialist. Hunter Withrel, another friend of yours—”

Ceinra feigned innocence, head down, working on her report as Haeight’s heart leapt. But Hunter Ikhoven just leaned forwards.

“—pay attention! I know you are acquaintances. He is a marksman. Both are efficient. You? You fight hand-to-hand with your axes. You had a sloppy encounter with a Crypt Lord. You can handle small packs of undead, but your ‘specialization’ means we are relegating you to a [Novice Hunter] or regular [Hunter]’s duties of backing up Hunter Ceinra! For a Level 27 [Hunter]—you are inefficient. That is what I meant.”

“I…am sorry, Hunter Ikhoven.”

He hadn’t ever been a great Hunter, and his true calling seemed to be paperwork—and making her life hell. Haeight ducked her head, burning with anger—and a bit of shame because his words struck home.

Greina had showed Haeight her custom arbalest, and Haeight had to admit, even with all her training, she hadn’t come close to catching up to her old friend. Greina could hit a target from a thousand paces, and one shot from her bow could blow through a Crypt Lord. True, she had to rely on her teammates to keep her safe since her weapon was so heavy, but she could also use her aura like a weapon and literally hit you with a smile.

Like Guildmistress Deilfec. In fact, Greina claimed she’d copied Deilfec to use her aura like that.

But Haeight was trying! She didn’t have enchanted gear, and she could beat two Ghouls on her at once.

None of this was good enough for Ikhoven. He stood closer, and his breath was minty from the snacks in the guild.

“Any Veteran Hunter can outperform you by a dozen times, Hunter Haeight. I have heard you complaining about them. Do you want to know why they have such fine indulgences? Because their reports from when they were junior [Hunters] showed that any one could take on two Crypt Lords and that horde by themselves!”

He was raising his voice, and even some of the Veteran Hunters lounging on the second floor were staring down. Haeight saw Hunter Visc glance down from a table where he was gambling away with some other Hunters.

“Hunter Ikhoven, please. Some of us are trying to relax.”

“Apologies, Hunter Visc! Do you understand me, Hunter Haeight?”

She could bear it no longer. As Ikhoven turned to her, Haeight snapped, bright red, hand inching towards her hatchet.

“If my seniors are so superior, maybe one of them would care to do the job and show us how it’s done!”

Ceinra and every other [Hunter] on the first floor stiffened, and Ikhoven turned red—then pale with nerves. Haeight was trembling with fury—right up until she felt a hole appear in her chest. Then—it felt like someone had shot her through the back of the head.

She reached up—and felt a burning spot on her head. Then she touched the trickle of blood running from between her brows. Slowly, Haeight turned, and Guildmistress Deilfec was there.

Like a shadow. No one had heard her walk up. The woman, the living corpse, stared at Haeight and drilled another hole in Haeight’s flesh.

“If that is your opinion, Hunter Haeight, perhaps you should take your turn behind the desk. Do you think you know how to assign [Hunters] better? Are you disagreeing with Ikhoven’s assessment of your abilities?”

“No—and no, Guildmistress. I only—”

“You are ‘only’ insubordinate. You are only wounded because the assessment is accurate and you feel you are overqualified.”

Haeight was sweating.

“No, Guildmistress—I withdraw my complaint.”

Deilfec kept on staring. Haeight was bleeding from two spots, and the Guildmistress only looked away when Hunter Visc called down. He shuffled a deck of magical cards idly.

“Guildmistress, take pity on Hunter Haeight. We quite like youngsters running about with energy.”

Her gaze didn’t pierce him, and the woman glanced up then turned back to Haeight.

“She has an abundance. Because she does—and because she has the respect she does not accord to her seniors—reassignment. Put Haeight in charge of Conscript Hunters. If she is qualified—let her prove it. Send her difficult tasks, Ikhoven.”

“Yes, Guildmistress. At once.”

The man backed up, pale, and Haeight saw those eyes swing to her. The bug-eyed stare fixed her, and Deilfec drew closer.

“You remind me of Greina.”

“Guildmistress?”

Deilfec whispered, staring up at Haeight, and now the [Hunter] was afraid. Did she know…? Deilfec’s pupils dilated, and it felt like a brand was being carved into Haeight’s cheek.

“She often mentioned she would be followed by a talented Hunter. She had opinions. Erroneous ones. Loud ones, like the woman herself. She made for a better adventurer. You are upon thin ice. Incompetence and insubordination have no place here. Prove yourself or I will let you follow Greina. That is a merciful option. There is only one other, and it is to follow Dorikhem. Be. Told.”

Then she turned, and Haeight stood there, shaking. She could have, in that moment of rage, uncertainty, and intensity, reached for her axe. But if she did—she felt like she would have been dead before she swung it.

How were they supposed to clear the rot out of this? Ceinra met Haeight’s eyes as the Hunter stood there and Ikhoven somewhat gleefully found the worst criminals to assign to her in a squad.

The odds against them were one thing. But—Withrel bent over his task of repairing his crossbow, and the other [Hunters] around him said nothing as the Hunters above them went back to their indulgences. How long?

How long were they supposed to endure this?

——

Conscripted Hunters were the lowest of the low. Anyone could apply to be a [Hunter]. They had to pass a rigorous training course—in Fiskren. Even a criminal could become a [Hunter] and reduce their sentence if they served well.

In Menorome, again, it was different. Conscripted Hunters were not trained. They were literal fodder who would fight or die and serve Noelictus either way.

They were issued bad blades, a crossbow or bow because they needed a chance, armor that was deemed not worth repairing, and sent out in squads under a regular [Hunter]’s care.

It was a miserable job, forcing them to fight undead, and the risk of mutiny or them running off and having to hunt them down made the job harder.

It was Haeight’s punishment, and her only solace was that it meant she would be given nasty tasks. Fighting, not corpse-sitting. She was resolved to do what had to be done, even if her entire squad died.

That was her opinion of her new co-workers. This wasn’t Hunter Aishe’s squad of talented rookies with promise. She’d be working with rapists and murderers, sometimes ones with the class. [Thugs], [Pickpockets]…

And apparently, a [Singer].

Huntress Haeight looked up from the list of names and classes she was reading out. She double-checked the parchment.

“…Cara O’Sullivan?”

“Yeah.”

A young woman stripped to her undergarments shuffled forwards to receive her battered armor, a sword, and a crossbow that was bent slightly. She glanced up. She had wine-stains all over her skin, she looked like she’d slept a night in a cell, and she was scowling.

Haeight blinked at her.

“Why are you here?”

She turned to Marvekh, who was mercifully helping her arrange this squad. The man looked at his list of Cara’s crimes and winced.

“—Her sentence comes from the palace itself. Death, commuted to conscription into the Hunter’s Guild. Her Majesty herself ordered it.”

How had Cara managed to get herself a death-sentence in half a week? The Singer spat sideways.

“That lunatic is insane. I was defending Seraphel!”

“You’ve been sentenced. You will have the chance to return to society, Conscript Hunter, if you survive a month of duty.”

“A month?”

“It’s the swiftest way to commute your sentence.”

Haeight was staring at Cara. She hesitated.

“—What about your friend, the Helpful Servant?”

Cara shook her head slightly as Marvekh gave them a confused look.

“Someone’s caring for her. One month? Then this must be a suicide job.”

Haeight nodded slowly. Cara exhaled.

“Well—great. Do we get any training?”

The other Conscript Hunters were a man accused of going into women’s bathhouses, a thieving [Trader], and two debtors. Cara was the youngest by far—the voyeur was thirty-some, and the other three were all over forty.

None were in prime shape, and Haeight wondered if the citizens of Menorome were used to putting down undead like someone living in a village or town. They didn’t look it.

They looked terrified and clearly hopeful Haeight would keep them safe. Well—the one who liked looking at naked women seemed to think he could slip away. Haeight hated to break it to Cara—so Marvekh got everyone’s attention.

“Actually—you are all going to be fighting. The Canyons. We have reports of skeletons down there. You will follow Hunter Haeight through the sewers. If you are found outside her vicinity, you will be executed.”

“We’re fighting…now? W-what about training?”

The [Trader] squeaked. Cara’s head swung up, and Haeight answered for them.

“You level if you live. Or die. I’ll tell you what I can on the march. Put on your gear. I’ll show you how. Listen to my orders or you will die. You have a good chance against a single skeleton in combat, one-on-one, even without training.”

“And how many are there?”

One of the debtors, a balding man, demanded with a note of terror in his tone. He looked around.

“How many are there?”

Neither Haeight nor Marvekh replied.

——

If it was cruel or rude, he was long past caring.

Piortesenzth counted the successes and failures of the Guildmasters of the Hunter’s Guild by how often they woke him. He measured their lifespans in the moments when the chains around his waiting place slithered away. As the magic faded and his bones and flesh were subjected to cruel reality.

“[—ove Stasis]. Hunter Piortesenzth? Are you…awake?”

“Your Highness. Stand back.”

“If what comes out is another threat, Rodeleic, we are all dead anyways. Hunter Piortesenzth?”

Who had said that? The memories did bleed together. As he lay, dreaming, Piortesenzth remembered the first time he had ever awoken.

A terrified voice. Silence haunting the Hunter’s Guild. The crackle of flames and—as he opened the lid, a cold certainty that he was needed.

Thence he had stood in front of a terrified young man covered in dust and blood, wide-eyed. And he had realized he had slept longer than they had ever planned. But that was just as well; when they first awoke him, his coffin had been sealed deep in the armories, another weapon in the arsenal to be used.

Almost forgotten by all. In desperation, they had unearthed him and told him they did not even know more than his name.

He had emerged into the rubble of the Hunter’s Guild. Seen walls smashed, the ground littered with their bodies. Heard a chittering and felt a prickle on his skin from foreign intelligences that filled the air with hatred.

Yes, he remembered the first of them he had served. A bowing young man holding a blade he recognized. But everything else had been confusing.

“I am Piortesenzth. I have been waiting. Which enemies of Noelictus have broken into this place? Where am I?”

“The Hunter’s Guild?”

The black-haired young man had familiar, pale skin. The air was night. Piortesenzth had known this as his homeland—but everything else? He had slowly felt at his body and realized the spell had worked.

[Perfect Stasis]. A single Tier 7 spell they’d dredged from the ruins of the Continent of Glass. When they had decided one should stay, he had volunteered.

He had no family.

No future.

He was the greatest of the long-dead. No one but he remembered his comrades who walked Noelictus. The ages since? He looked around and met the young man’s eyes.

“…Since when did we have a guild?”

The [Prince] of Noelictus had wavered. Piortesenzth exhaled—and then reached for his sides.

His blades and armor remained.

“Nevermind. I sense my quarry. What am I facing?”

“Crelers. They have overrun parts of the city. An Elder Creler is coming.”

“What is a Creler? How does it fight? How many?”

He remembered the look of fear on the young man’s face. Absolute terror that this old [Hunter] had no scope of his foe. A fair fear…and Piortesenzth remembered laughing.

It was one of eleven times he had ever laughed after that.

Six thousand years ago, he had first awoken to the boy who would become [King]. So they said. King of Shade, Rodeleic, and simultaneously Guildmaster of the Hunter’s Guild.

They were the ones who had the key to awaken him. And it was always like this. He would finish his duties, as quickly as he could, then go back to rest.

When he awoke, it was bewildering, and sometimes his foes were literally within reach and there was no time to talk. It didn’t matter.

He was a weapon. He fought. He slept.

In the coffin, time touched him not. His wounds, if he took any, slowly healed. His armor did not, but the blades and armor were so old they called them relics these days. They said he was Noelictus’ final weapon.

He had told them never to unveil him for war. That was not his purpose.

The politics of each Guildmaster and Hunter’s Guild did not interest him. Out of courtesy, some woke him to tell him news of the world. Report things that had little meaning to him.

“Wistram? What of it? It still exists?”

“The Academy of Mages has chosen six Archmages of Baleros. The Eyes of Baleros, Hunter Piortesenzth. Do you know of them? They shine…we feel it even across the seas. Will you not stir for war? Her Majesty must know.”

That had been…nineteen Guildmasters after Rodeleic, he thought. Piortesenzth had replied.

“If they are burning Noelictus itself, I will defend it. Do not wake me unless they breach the tombs. As for Wistram, I know little.”

“They are bowing to Baleros.”

“So? You speak as if they were not still hiding on their island, building their citadel higher. I care not for the Exiles of Wistram.”

“The…exiles?”

Piortesenzth remembered the blank stare, and he had whispered with that odd sense of the world evaporating around him. Never permanent. Always changing. Only his duty, his sworn oath remained.

“They fled after magic died. Disgraced [Mages] who made a nation unto themselves on an island. Has that changed?”

You see, he truly was useless. All he had were stories, and he was loath to repeat them. They did little good. Few Guildmasters had the courage to wake him more than once for anything but the long hunt, anyways.

Piortesenzth’s mind was still sharp enough to count trends. To notice when it was a lull and a Guildmaster woke him once, out of courtesy, or just to see if he was still alive.

There had been a long silence between Rodeleic’s first awakening and the next time they needed him. He had been awake, fighting, for three years—slumbering, woken…three hundred and nine times by the first Guildmaster, who had apologized for the need.

The second? Twelve, and each time it had been for a great foe.

The third? Four, including two moments where they simply wanted to thank him or learn from him and award him with a useless title or medal.

Three more Guildmasters had woken him once. Then he’d been told he’d slept through two more.

—Then they had begun waking him again, with greater need and urgency. The tenth Guildmaster had need of him eleven times. And he realized they had waned since Rodeleic’s era.

Levels and magic and blades and skill. Sometimes, he woke up and it felt like he was in the company of his peers. Old [Hunters] who knew every timeless trick, nevermind that their faces, species, and methods changed.

Other times, especially later, he felt like a Giant among mortals, and his very shadow seemed to terrify them. They would gaze at Piortesenzth as if he were some unapproachable goal. Nevermind that he had risen to his level and ability as a man with a man’s lifespan. Though he would admit—few had ever reached his level.

Nevermind. He did his work. Slept.

…Knew something was wrong as they woke him more and more.

Thirty-six Guildmasters past the first. He woke nearly a hundred times. So much so that even he wearied of it.

Thirty-seven—two hundred. A poor man, tearing at his hair, asking for advice and whispering of promises, unable to do what must be done—or rise to the challenge.

Thirty-eight. A [King] who wore the same crown as Rodeleic begged him to take the position of Guildmaster. Two hundred awakenings. He was getting tired. His blades were dulling. He guessed he had aged at least eleven years, even with the [Perfect Stasis] spell and his coffin.

“I’m eighty-nine years old now. Eighty-nine…my wounds age me further. I will not endure forever. I was never meant to. Replace me or do without.”

He had rasped that, then slept uneasily, dreaming of shadows and something scuttling over the land. Something familiar.

Thirty-nine. A kingdom falling to bits. He opened the lid of his coffin, and a voice spoke loud.

“Piortesenzth. I am Guildmistress Deilfec. Will you listen a second? It has been two years since you were last called upon. You need not leave the coffin. I will not take more of your time. You will be needed.”

He hadn’t laid eyes on the current Guildmistress in person—not for a while, just heard her voice. Piortesenzth had smiled, then, and wondered if it was fear or bravado that made her speak so.

“Is this the end of Noelictus? How often will I be needed? How far do [Hunters] wane, Guildmistress?”

“We shall see. If we need you, we will call upon you. As for the end…Noelictus is as I have always known it. Dark skies. Crumbling stone. Has it ever been safe, fat, and without struggle?”

He lay there a second—and smiled tiredly. Then he knew this likely would be his last Guildmaster. He was tired. The magic in his coffin was fading. His old injuries were adding up.

But he didn’t tell her that. He listened, judged, and whispered his reply.

“I thought there would come a day when Noelictus was that calm. But I will never wake to it. My greatest joy would be to sleep forever.”

Piortesenzth felt her stare through the lid of the coffin. His skin prickled, and Deilfec replied with a laugh.

“You shall have as many sleepless nights as I, Piortesenzth. Rest. [Resume Stasis]. This waning Kingdom of Shades…”

She whispered as he fell into a slumber and woke. Sixty-two times so far. Was she a great Guildmaster or a fool? The [Hunters] had changed.

He kept feeling like a fly in a spider’s web. Her voice haunted him.

“…will continue as long as it can.”

The ancient hunter slept in his coffin, called to work. Was he surrounded by rot or champions? They were [Hunters]. And he…dreamed restlessly.

He had woken twice, unbidden. The [Stasis] spell was dying, and no one could repair it. But the first time had been because he thought he heard a spider and felt a foreign [Princess]’ presence.

The second? He opened his eyes in the Hunter’s Guild when someone shouted. Familiar [Hunters]. Children arguing. Deilfec, still there. He sensed them all…and almost closed his eyes and let the spell claim him.

They were not the same [Hunters] he had known in times past. Not as frightening. But some were good enough. Most were children, like the one shouting at Deilfec.

“I will be needed more than ever before Deilfec dies. Time to rest.”

Piortesenzth closed his eyes—then hesitated one second. He cracked one eye open and whispered in his quiet tomb.

“Strange. Are we hiring [Bards] now?”

He swore that among one of the new children was someone with a bit more…presence than the rest. It sounded, as his mind drifted off into oblivion…

…almost like a song.

——

Huntress Haeight had never respected Conscripted Hunters. She had some sympathy for them, being given literal suicide missions—that was the Capital’s way of throwing them into a meat grinder.

But they had still committed crimes. They could choose imprisonment over this.

Cara was the first of them that Haeight had ever known. And Haeight was determined that she would not die.

It was going to be very difficult. They were marching through Menorome’s sewers. They were spacious and huge. If it rained, the muck flowing through would become a flood, capable of drowning anyone down here. It all exited into the Lightless Canyons, sweeping the waste of a city away.

It was an architectural marvel—and a hell for even a Hunter to trek through. Haeight’s nose was long-deadened from hunting undead, but the other Conscript Hunters were gagging.

One had even puked, and another had slipped into the muck.

“Hunter, please. I’ll catch something. At least some water!”

The [Trader] was begging, stinking and covered in—Haeight avoided looking at her as they walked, single-file, following her torch.

She was looking left and right for bodies hiding in the sewers, shapes lurking around the corners. It was unlikely the undead had infiltrated the sewers, but they would try.

Skeletons in the Lightless Canyons. This was a squad of six, including herself.

They were facing sixty. Haeight didn’t know if she could survive this, let alone protect Cara. She spoke brusquely.

“Use your water rations if you wish—but there will be none until we return. You’ll be thirstier after fighting skeletons. Focus on that.”

“We don’t know how to fight. You gave us a sword—I knew the Hunter’s Guild was corrupt!”

Haeight had a crossbow in one hand. She turned her head slightly as the voyeur slowed.

“Run and I will kill you. You have a chance. But if you shout, they’ll come for you first. We’re nearly at one of the openings. Be silent. Listen.”

They fell silent, and she counted. Four pale faces—and Cara’s. The [Singer] was staring out of her mismatched armor, steps heavy with the rusted chainmail. She didn’t look better with the sword they’d issued her than anyone else.

But she wasn’t terrified—yet. Haeight hoped that would save her life. The others…

“When we get to the fighting, just strike at the skeletons’ heads. Take a limb off if you can, but they won’t stop unless you do enough damage to their bodies—or break their skull. They are fragile, but quick and strong enough to run you through. Understand?”

She expected a ‘yes’, but she just got terrified silence. She didn’t even think two of them were listening to her. Haeight raised her voice slightly.

“We are going to descend into the canyons. It’s just around the bend.”

She pointed—and the wide sewers were widening more. They became huge openings, similar to veins, spewing filthy water into the canyon below where it rejoined the river.

Those downstream of the river did not care to drink from it directly until the waters of Menorome had long since diffused with other water. An entire river, Rodeleic’s Blood, ran through the capital and provided it with drinking water and the running water that kept the sewers moving, at least.

Past the openings, mist rose from the falling water, slightly less foul, but it made the ground of the Lightless Canyons invisible from above. A dangerous breeding ground for monsters of any kind. Once they hit bottom—they would be walking through marshy ground, perpetually wet, bordering the river.

Falling into the river wasn’t the greatest danger, but she warned them against it. She had to teach them how to fight. Haeight lifted her axe, and they flinched.

“Fight with your torch in one hand, or a shield—and a blade in the other. Don’t bother parrying them. Just hit them in the skulls until they break. When the fighting starts—do not run. They will run you down over time.”

A [Hunter] could outrun skeletons, but the average citizen would tire, and the skeletons would catch up. Haeight emphasized what they had to do. Marvekh had told her the best way to talk to the Conscripted Hunters was like this.

Put their backs up, figuratively and literally. Haeight demonstrated once.

“When you fight, step back, swinging your weapon. Like this. If you see an opening, step forwards—but keep moving back, out of their range. Then—you put your back to the wall, like this. They can’t stab you from behind. Once you are here—fight.”

The skeletons wouldn’t go through the armor that fast. With your back against the wall, you could press yourself off from it, hit a skeleton, back up—

It was going to be a slaughter. She would have to take the brunt of the skeletons on. If Haeight kept moving, took their heads off—

Sixty. Without Ceinra’s wires or anyone else?

Deilfec wanted her dead. Haeight was trying not to show the conscripts her own fear.

It was doable. She had to do it. Haeight met Cara’s gaze, and the [Singer] raised a hand.

“Question?”

“Ask.”

“—Are there ways we can lure the skeletons into a funnel? Or are we just going to charge at them? We’ve got crossbows.”

Haeight blinked. She had almost forgotten. She eyed their ‘crossbows’.

“Not a bad idea. You all have twelve shots. Do you know how to reload…? Just pull back the string until it clicks, put a bolt in, fire. Keep your fingers away from the string unless you want to lose them. If we can, we’ll find a choke-point. But we have orders to find and subdue this horde.”

“It seems like it’d be nice to have a good terrain advantage or something. Isn’t that how you’re supposed to do it?”

Cara pressed. Haeight ground her teeth—then exhaled.

“Yes. If we had time, we would do that. If you were regular [Hunters]—the Lightless Canyons aren’t known for helpful choke-points. The canyon walls are all we can hope for. Let’s go.”

Treat them like a squad. Cara’s words, intentional or not, had reminded Haeight of Aishe’s training. So she began snapping orders and hoping they understood as they descended.

The way out of the sewers was narrow cliffs that ran downwards from the western and eastern sewer outlets.

“Keep along the walls.”

“There’s no guardrails! We’ll fall!”

The [Trader] shrieked—and Haeight spun. They were walking down the stoney cliff paths, grey stone, and the chalk-colored deposits along a cut cliff. But there were indeed no guard-rails. Step right off the path and you’d drop.

Mists below and streams of water falling downwards. It was two hundred feet to ground level, and the woman was clinging to the rocks, unable to move as the other Conscripted Hunters bunched up behind her.

“Be silent! Do you want them to attack us while we’re on the cliffs? They have bows.”

“This is insanity. I’m not—put me in prison. No one told me this was what it was like!”

She began to back up, raising her voice. In response, Haeight lifted her crossbow.

“Keep moving or I will shoot you.”

She was exhausted, angry—and now she was certain the skeletons were hearing the woman. The [Trader] froze.

“I’m a citizen of Noelictus. You can’t—”

“You are a Conscript Hunter of Noelictus. Move or die!”

She was aiming straight at the woman’s head as if she were a zombie, and her finger was on the trigger. Haeight didn’t even think about what she was going to do for a moment. Then her exhausted mind—

But she couldn’t let the woman run. She was sobbing and raising her hands and making too much noise. There was something moving below them. A skeleton?

“Last chance—start walking!”

The woman refused to move. Haeight knew that if she tried to pull the woman forward, they might both go plunging down. She took slow aim, out of options. She heard something rattling below them.

“Wait. Wait.”

Cara had been watching Haeight with pure incredulity on her face. Now—she put her arm out and half-blocked Haeight.

“Don’t let her kill me!”

Instantly, the [Trader] used Cara like a shield. Haeight’s teeth clenched.

“Move, Cara. Conscript, I will shoot you if you don’t move.”

“Is there something down there? Huntress—!”

A note of terror from one of the debtors. He swung a crossbow down, and Haeight adjusted her aim.

Shoot that idiotic [Trader] through the leg and let her stay there. They had to get off the cliffs! Even stupid skeletons would see them if not hear them—

Then, Haeight heard a voice and a strange sound over the rushing of blood in her veins. It was subtler than the sound of waters rushing from the sewers, almost lost in the background noise.

But the entire Hunter squad heard it. Cara began humming. It was a quiet note, at first, a lonely melody. It almost sounded like a lullaby.

Had she taken leave of her senses? Haeight almost snapped at her to shut up—but it was quieter than the argument they had been having. And—it made the other Conscript Hunters go silent.

What a strange melody. Cara hummed louder, and the shaking woman using her as a shield stopped hyperventilating. Haeight’s grip on the trigger of her crossbow—relaxed.

What am I doing? Am I going to shoot someone dead for—

The [Singer] kept humming, her eyes on Haeight. Behind her, the woman relaxed slightly. The song grew louder, and Haeight felt something in her bones.

It felt like…a drop of resolve. An ounce of courage.

Cara stopped humming after half a minute, and her voice was reassuring.

“Choirene, Hunter Haeight, listen to me. We’re going to make it. Let’s just keep to one side—and head down the cliffs. It’s fine. I’ve gone down cliffs like this all my life. Even amateurs never fall. Just hold on, and if you trip somehow, you have plenty of time to grab onto something. You could somersault down.”

She looked at the woman—and Haeight realized she hadn’t even known Choirene’s name.

“T-truly?”

“Absolutely.”

Cara nodded at Haeight, and the Huntress lowered her crossbow.

“That’s right. No one is in danger of falling. Don’t panic.”

“What about the skeletons?”

The debtor was still aiming below. Cara looked at the team afraid to head down.

“Don’t worry. There aren’t that many; the Hunter’s Guild wouldn’t send a bunch of Conscripted Hunters down and get us killed for no purpose. As long as we keep calm, we’ll make it. Right, Huntress Haeight?”

She looked up—and Haeight saw, in Cara’s eyes, the faintest glimmer of a lie.

She knew what Haeight did, or guessed. But her lies were making the other conscripts relax. Haeight nearly believed them herself.

Was that a Skill? If so, it was a welcome one. The squad slowly followed Haeight down, and as they descended, Haeight realized it wasn’t bones she was hearing at all.

Just the sound of something splattering on the rocks below, debris from the sewers flung wide. It sounded a bit like bones when the rocks struck each other.

She was embarrassed—but she slowed and drew Cara aside as the Conscript Hunters exhaled at the bottom of the cliff.

“You are a [Singer]. Was that a Skill?”

Cara made a face as she whispered back.

“[Commanding Presence] and [Song of Persuasion]. And a little white lie. I’m an [Actor] too, you know.”

“Really? Well—can you do anything to keep this group motivated in a fight?”

Haeight doubted it, but she’d heard there were [Battle Bards] who could motivate everyone with a song. The musicians in the fields could play so your sickles cut better and you weren’t tired or bored.

She was surprised when Cara frowned and nodded.

“I’m not an expert—but I was going to try. I can mostly just do special effects.”

“What effects?”

“Oh—light, fire—and I can try something on the undead. But all I can do is [Song of Rejuvenation] and [Song of Persuasion] for people. I’m—only Level 24. Do illusions work on undead?”

That’s high for her age. Admittedly, Haeight was younger and higher-level, but she had been a [Hunter] fighting for her life.

“That’s—not bad. Don’t try illusions. The dead usually don’t fall for them. They can tell when something’s not alive.”

“Got it. If I start singing, don’t shoot me. Agreed? I can’t promise it’ll save us, but it’ll be more use than me waving a sword around.”

Haeight met her eyes and felt the first stirring of hope since she’d left the Guild. She nodded at Cara and strode forwards.

“Very well. Keep behind me. Everyone, let’s keep moving. Talk in whispers—let’s find a place to fight from.”

——-

They found the skeletons after only forty minutes of walking. The Lightless Canyons were long, but the skeletons had been seen from the city. Haeight had picked out one spot to fight from already. As they trooped over to inspect it, they saw the skeletons in the far distance.

The ground was wet and slippery due to the mists. While Haeight could fight in it, she’d taken Cara’s request to heart and looked for anywhere that might give them an edge to survive.

She’d found a large stone, probably fallen from above, which formed a corner that had two entrances. One was narrow, and Haeight thought she could hold it with three skeletons abreast. The other was wider—but it was the best they could find.

If we had time and resources, we’d block one side and put some deadfalls in the way of this gap. Trip the skeletons up and even place a barricade for the [Hunters] to shoot from.

They had no equipment for it, so Haeight gave quiet orders as the squad stared in horror at the skeletons.

“There are so many! How do we…?”

It wasn’t hard to find the skeletons. They were across the river, trying to climb the cliffs.

Undead weren’t smart without a Crypt Lord. The ones who had been intelligent enough to fight in ranks and maneuver with it around—lost that as lowly undead.

These were all basic skeletons. Not any special variants. Not Skeleton Captains, even—more intelligent and tougher versions. In time, they might be if they absorbed enough death magic. That was always the risk in Noelictus. In other places, undead might linger for ages without changing much, a threat only when you found them or they ambushed you.

Here, they had to die. But it was sixty-two of them, still, some armed with rusted swords. The rest—rocks or literal sticks.

Skeletons knew enough to pick up a weapon. This lot had scavenged the waters, and some had worn sickles, dulled knife blades they held in their bony hands—

Dangerous enough in such numbers. But they were stupid and trying to scale the cliffs. They looked like distant, clumsy spiders to Haeight.

Every few seconds, one would slip from the rocks and fall below before slowly reassembling. In fact—Haeight wondered if a few hadn’t splashed into the river and been swept away, destroying themselves.

It would be nice if she could just let them try to climb forever. The canyon was hundreds of feet deep; the highest any skeleton had gotten was fifty feet.

However, this lot might well give up and go for the sewers next. And if they did, sixty skeletons appearing from Menorome’s streets could cause a slaughter if there was no one around.

They had to die. But—Haeight glanced at Cara and then snapped at the five conscripts.

“You won’t die. Remember what I said? We are going to hold this position. I will take this side—three of you will hold that spot. Cara, you stand in the back with Choirene. You two will fire your crossbows and join the fighting if anyone wavers. Just hold this spot. They can’t flood us. If you hold your ground—I’ll kill the bulk of the skeletons myself.”

She had her twin hatchets ready. Haeight was afraid.

She’d hacked down zombies in great numbers and fought the Crypt Lord’s army, but that was with proper fire support. She could probably take twenty zombies out, but skeletons were faster.

She had armor. She could do this if the Conscripts held. And—they had another advantage. Haeight whispered.

“The skeletons are on the other side of the river. I am going to take down as many as I can from afar. You three, take out your crossbows. We will advance to the river’s edge, fire, and retreat. Aim for the archers. See the four with bows?”

Only four had anything like a bow. Actually, one had a sling made of improvised cloth and rocks. That was why skeletons were so damn dangerous. They could adapt. They could wield weapons. The three conscripts gulped, but fumbled their crossbows out. Choirene whispered urgently.

“What about us?”

“You only have twelve shots. Save it for when they’re close. Don’t ever aim at our backs—you three, with me. Quietly, now.”

She had no hope of the others hitting their targets, but Haeight’s crossbow was big. As she unslung it from her back and took aim, she spotted the best skeleton to hit.

It was slightly taller than the rest, probably from a bigger body in its life. It seemed to be on the verge of upgrading, and it was rattling its jaw in the distance. It also carried a cleaver, rusted steel.

She definitely wanted it dead. Haeight checked her sights on the crossbow; a little notch on the wood helped her aim up, for the distance.

Shooting skeletons was difficult. You had to hit their heads. Or pray you got enough of their bones. An enchanted bolt was better, but often a waste. But this one was staring up, and she—

Crack.

One of the recruit’s crossbows discharged a bolt into the air. Haeight jerked—looked right, and the other two fired.

“What are you doing?”

One of them had fired by mistake! They voyeur clutched at his crossbow.

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Reload! Fire!”

Haeight snapped and turned back to her target. But any hopes she had that the skeletons hadn’t heard were gone.

They had all twisted around when they heard the crossbow fire, and the ones on the cliffs had leapt down as a bolt bounced on the rocks. Haeight’s target had swiveled. It saw her as she loosed—

The bolt shot across the river, punched through one shoulder, and blew its arm off. Haeight cursed.

Miss! The skeleton staggered—then reached down for its arm. It snapped it back on as the others began to rattle their jaws.

“They see us! Hunter!”

The debtors were panicking. Haeight calmly spoke as she yanked the crossbow lever back and slapped a bolt into place. She took aim.

“I see it. Keep firing—”

But the voyeur was already running back towards the gap. When he realized he should be firing, he tried to load his crossbow, dumped the bolts onto the ground—saw the skeletons running, and panicked and ran to hold his spot.

The other two tried to fire their crossbows. But they were slow, unused to the motions—even so, a hand-crossbow could fire fairly fast.

They got three volleys off as the skeletons charged over the river. The skeletons had to run into the distance and then across a bridge that crossed the waters.

It was stone and clearly meant for that purpose, even if it had eroded for a long time. Haeight would have loved to shoot a wooden bridge and damn the consequences—but no such luck.

Still, it gave them nearly a minute of firing, and in that time, Haeight shot eight bolts.

She hit her targets five times, not great at this range, but enough. One shot struck a ribcage and did nothing besides blow a bone out of the skeleton’s body.

Another nailed one of the archers through the head, and Haeight nodded as the skull fell to pieces, rendering the skeleton completely dead. But the last three hits were all to legs.

As the skeletons ran across the treacherous, wet bridge, the crossbow bolts sent three tumbling into the water, where they were swept away. It wasn’t a perfect disposal, but skeletons had to have most of their bones to reanimate.

Given the odds, Haeight would take those kills. One skeleton that fell actually knocked two more into the water. And one of the conscripts actually nailed a skeleton in the head.

The bolt lodged in the skull rather than shatter it since it came from a weaker bow, but the skeleton stumbled, slowed, and came on looking distinctly uncoordinated. The bolt had disrupted its coordination, and one good hit would probably shatter the skull.

So, four kills and a wound. That left…

Nearly five dozen skeletons charging down on them. It looked like a small army of chattering bones, magical flames glowing in their eye sockets. Pinpoints of red light, green, blue, burning flames—

Waving blades. The air was filled with the clatter of bones, and Haeight shouted.

“To your places! Hold—hold and fight! For the pride of Hunters!”

She strode back to her spot where the other conscripts were already waiting, shouting with fear and adrenaline. Some even managed to roar with a sudden burst of courage.

Cara? She was firing her crossbow, eyes wide—but she met Haeight’s gaze, and the [Singer]’s lips were pursed. Waiting. Haeight tossed her crossbow down into the muck, far from where she’d step on it. No time to strap it to her back, and she didn’t have a bag of holding. She turned, pulled her hatchets from her sides, and set herself, stance lowered, boots grinding in the muck.

They came at the Hunters, around the rocks, and Haeight realized she’d made a mistake. The boulder wasn’t a perfect slab of stone. Some were trying to climb over.

“Shoot the ones coming over! Don’t let them get behind us!”

[Mighty Swing]! Her first blow went straight through a rib and out the other side. Haeight hacked one skeleton in half, horizontally, and wished she could do that to all of them. But her Skill and the sudden strength it gave her left—and the skeletons were crowding each other, shoving forwards.

She hacked at their heads, shoved forwards with brute strength, leaned into a bony fist smashing a rock so she could strike the skull with the butt of her hatchet—swung and swung and then backed up.

Trip them up. Break their bones! Haeight stumbled back and realized one of them had stabbed her.

It had hit her armor and just bruised her skin underneath. She glanced down at a tear in leather—and something hit her in the head.

An arrow. Her hat cushioned the blow, but her head rang. She saw a skeleton lowering its bow—and then something hit it.

Cara? The crack was almost lost in the crackle of bones and screaming.

“They’re on top of—”

“Keep them back! Don’t flee!”

The skeletons were crowding the narrow gap. So many that when she hacked down on a skull—half a dozen hands tried to drag her forwards.

Teeth biting her glove. More tearing at her face—she shouted.

“[Whirlwind of Blades]!”

Her Level 20 Capstone Skill activated. Haeight spun, slashing around herself in a whirl of blades. But for the first time in her life—her Skill failed.

She was halfway through her spin when the weight of the skeletons clinging to her made her slow. She hacked down—found herself breaking clear again, backing up in the pass.

There were too many. She realized she was bleeding, now, and a spear twisted back, leaving a hole in her armor and flesh.

Her armor was in shreds. So many skeletons, nowhere to dodge—and it had been less than a minute. She thought half of the skeletons were trying to get at her through this narrow gap. The other half climbing and slipping off the rock or attacking the conscripts on the other side.

We’re not going to make it. She had two potions on her belt.

After her third push forwards, she needed the first potion. It was a quick blow; she hacked a skeleton’s head apart. Punched another clean off its body.

Then ran into a dagger as one slit her throat. The skeleton danced backwards, and Haeight drank the potion as she stumbled away.

It ran out of her throat until her gloved hand covered the cut long enough for it to mend. Haeight was cursing. One potion left—

An arrow punched her in the cheek and lodged in her teeth. She snapped off the tip and spat the arrowhead out. Not worth the potion. The conscripts were screaming.

It shouldn’t end like this. Not like this. It should have been a squad armed with enchanted bolts.

“…put down barricades. Hold the…”

She thought she heard someone singing. When it had begun, Haeight didn’t know. The roaring of blood in her ears was thunderous. But she heard that voice, rising, as skeletons fought to get at her, literally tripping over each other. Haeight pushed the spear out of the way again, cut at it, but it was withdrawn before she could break it.

Cara? What was she doing? All she could do was light and sparks. Neither was useful in the Lightless Canyon, in the mists and wet ground and cloudy, dark skies overhead.

“Like an astronaut that’s scared of heights. With a heart that’s beating at the speed of light—you’ve been waiting for this feeling all your life.”

She was singing. Oblivious to the danger. Singing, and Haeight swore she could hear a strumming instrument playing behind her. The sounds of a drum.

A one-woman performance. Haeight turned her head and saw a skeleton leaping down from the top of the rocks. They were coming from behind them. As Choirene swung her sword and torch, screaming—

Haeight was seized by those hands again as she turned to throw an axe. She cursed, but they were dragging her forwards. Her boots skidded, and she knew she was dead if they pulled her forwards. The skeleton with the dagger was waiting for a shot at her face.

She lifted the hatchet as that dagger rose. Snarling—

Then she saw a rock smash the skull of the skeleton with the dagger, and the grips on her loosened. Haeight swung her axe, cut a bony arm at the elbow—

She broke away, yanking her arm clear, and swung her axe straight through the skeleton’s head, which had turned away. The golden gaze vanished. Then Haeight turned.

The Conscript Hunters were pressed against one wall, bloody and fighting, back to the canyon walls like she’d told them to. The skeletons surrounded them. The skeletons were on the verge of surrounding her.

They were all dead. So why—Haeight’s eyes widened, and she spoke, blood oozing from the hole in her cheek.

“What’s happening?”

The skeletons were fighting each other. One of them leapt from the top of the boulder and crashed down on the one with the cleaver. They fell, grappling for the blade, and Choirene kicked at another, making it stumble. The red glow of the skeleton’s eyes fixed on her, and it raised a broken kitchen knife—

Only for another skeleton to bring a rusted sword down on its comrade’s head. Over a dozen of the skeletons had switched sides!

They were fighting each other in the gap Haeight held. Swinging blades at each other with no room to fight, trying to kill each other—

Haeight stared a second before she brought her axe down on the spear as it jabbed a third time. She had the chance to grab it and snap it with three chops of her axe at last. Then she stepped back.

She could see the skeletons who’d switched sides. They were obvious.

All of the ones fighting alongside the Hunters had golden flames in their eyes. They had changed color, and now they turned and fought, ignoring the Conscript Hunters.

Why? Haeight’s head turned, and she saw the reason. Cara was standing there, covered in water from the mists. Blood running down from a nick across her brow. Singing as she stared at the dead.

[Song of Death’s Call]. She was singing to the dead, and her voice was making them—wake up. Every time a golden-eyed skeleton fell, one of the remaining skeletons would jerk, turn to look at her, and listen a second. Then throw themself forwards in defense of the living.

They fought with a will. The malicious killing intent of the regular skeletons seemed to stand at odds with the sacrificial way the skeletons listening to Cara’s song tried to put themselves between the living and dead. It let the Conscript Hunters actually attack the other undead from behind.

One of the debtors swung a torch into the back of a skeleton’s head, sparks raining down as he hammered the same spot until the undead collapsed. Haeight looked about, then realized she had frozen.

She began striding forwards, beheading skeletons with chops to the place where neck met spine. One turned, raised a sword, and she snapped the rusted blade. Beheaded it with her other hatchet.

All the while, Cara sang. Sang to the other Hunters, the skeletons, and even reloaded the crossbow slowly and fired it.

She missed. But the song…

“When you’re stuck in a moment and your spark has been stolen. This is our time to own it. So own it! Baby, we were born with fire and gold in our eyes.”

The other skeletons were charging at her—the Conscript Hunters and skeletons threw themselves forwards, trying to stop them. If she died—everyone died. Haeight saw the gazes of the undead fix on Cara, as if they hated her more than anyone else.

A skeleton on the boulder aimed a crossbow down, and Haeight realized it was the one the voyeur had dropped. Cara mets its green gaze—

“With fire and gold in our eyes.”

She staggered as a crossbow bolt struck her in the shoulder. Haeight threw one of her axes, and it took the skeleton through the ribs. It went crashing down—and when it rose—

It had golden flames in its eyes. It rose and joined the Hunter who plunged towards the skeletons, swinging two-handed.

“Forwards! Hold them back!”

Haeight shouted, and they pushed forwards. The skeletons fighting each other were no longer coordinated. They went down, skulls shattered, tangled with each other, stomped into the mud, and the remainder kept fighting.

An immortal army. Each time one of the skeletons fell—another rose. Thirteen with glowing gold eyes. Commanded by the [Singer]’s voice.

——

Cara stopped singing after ten minutes. She clutched at her throat and then pulled at the crossbow bolt in her arm.

She was lucky; the skeletons she had summoned had kept fighting even when her singing stopped. Even now, the last eleven were tearing apart a final skeleton.

It had been a fast fight. She’d run through the same song, Fire N Gold, multiple times. Terrified the magic would run out.

She hadn’t done that since Afiele. Nor had she known if she could control random undead. But it had worked.

In fact, it was still working. The Conscripts put up their blades, but the eleven skeletons halted and just stood in a rough line when they were done. Cara pulled at the bolt, screaming with agony, and someone spoke.

“Don’t do that. It’s a blunted tip for killing skeletons. It’s lodged in the armor. Let me.”

Hunter Haeight snapped off the end of the bolt, and the pressure of it digging into her skin relaxed slightly. She tugged at Cara’s armor, then handed her something.

“Drink this. I’ll yank.”

The healing potion was half-empty already. Everyone had taken a drink, and Cara took one gulp—and gritted her teeth as Haeight pulled. The potion mercifully dulled the pain. Haeight inspected the bolt, then took a sip from the bottle as Cara handed it back.

Then, and only then, the hole in Haeight’s cheek closed. The [Singer] stared at it until the flesh knitted seamlessly; she had been staring into the Hunter’s mouth.

Haeight had barely noticed. The [Close-Quarters Hunter] was too busy staring at Cara. And watching the undead. She’d found her axe, and she could have taken the eleven—but they didn’t move.

“Will they attack? How long does your song last?”

“I don’t—know. I’ve only done this once before. It’s definitely not permanent, though.”

Cara coughed. Haeight eyed her and then lifted one axe. She grimaced at the edge, and the [Singer] eyed it too.

“Is that bad?”

Haeight’s hatchets were chipped, little chunks taken out of the axeheads along the blades. The Huntress shrugged. Hacking into bones with her axes would dull any blade; the chipping told her that these weren’t the best-made.

“They’ll do for skeletons. I’ll claim replacements or repair these. I can put the skeletons down, though.”

Her arm was burning, and she was exhausted. But they were alive. She had truly thought that it was her end—and she kept staring at Cara.

Haeight hadn’t saved them, Cara’s song had. Haeight had probably taken down three dozen skeletons herself, but Cara had given her the opening.

A song could do that? She must be a [Necromancer].

[Necromancers] were outlawed in Terandria after Az’kerash, the former Archmage of Death, had turned traitor and wiped out his homeland of Silvaria. A pity as well; the Hunter’s Guild used to employ [Necromancers] to help cut down on the undead, but they were also dangerous. The corpses and death magic meant that rogue [Necromancers] could raise a dangerous horde with ease.

Not all the targets that the [Hunters] of Noelictus fought were dead. Haeight was an undead-specialist. But Cara…

“Maybe I can put them down. I think I can. Let me try.”

The [Singer] coughed, and Haeight hesitated. Then she turned to the others. The Conscript Hunters stiffened.

“Ready. It’s eleven. Just get ready if—”

They turned to Cara, and Haeight was half-tempted to tell the [Singer] to order the skeletons to jump into the river. But that might lead to the undead forming in the water if their bones tangled together.

No. Haeight readied herself to charge at them and just swing through them fast if she saw the eyes change.

But there was no need. Cara lifted a hand. She did not sing, but spoke.

“Thank you. Your job is done. You can rest now, all of you. Go back to sleep.”

The golden-eyed warriors turned to her, and Haeight thought there was almost something like true intelligence in those gazes. A kind of…temporary understanding. They stiffened, and she raised her axe.

But the skeletons just gently dropped their blades. Then—the lights in their skulls faded away. The golden flames vanished, and they dropped to the ground, bones falling to pieces.

The undead turned back to bones, and the Hunter lowered her axe. Shaken, in a kind of awe at something she hadn’t ever seen before, Haeight looked at Cara. The young woman stood there, and only then did she hold out shaking hands. Cara stared at them, then at Haeight.

“Please tell me we get time off after that. Do we have to do a month of this?”

Haeight was lost for words. Then she looked around at the detritus of the battlefield. The conscripts were actually sitting down in the muck, and even Haeight’s arms were burning.

“No, we have to either burn the bones, collect them for disposal, or grind them up. Look. The death magic is already working.”

Some of the bones were stirring, moving together—but the skulls were broken, so the death magic had nowhere to properly go. Soon, it would create a Bone Horror or some kind of nasty undead. Haeight heard Cara groan.

“You’re serious?”

Without a word, Haeight bent over and picked up the first skull of the disassembled warriors. She gently cracked it with her gloved hand. Ancient, yellowed bone. These weren’t new corpses. Where had they come from?

She didn’t know, but she was more respectful with these skeletons. Nevertheless…

“Get up, all of you. You can rest once we’re safe. If you can, snap the bones in half. If not, bring them over to that flat rock, and someone will break them. You, with the club. Then we need to scatter the pieces and toss down silver dust. Get moving. The hard part’s done. The sooner we do this, the sooner we can rest back at the Hunter’s Guild.”

——

The trek through the sewers down to the Lightless Canyons took two hours. Locating the skeletons, forty minutes.

Fighting the skeletons took sixteen long minutes.

For civilians, sixteen minutes of fighting was more tiring than the entire walk—but they had already been decently worked before that.

So it took nearly another hour and fifteen minutes to break the bones up to Haeight’s satisfaction. Then nearly three more hours to emerge from the sewers.

That was a seven-hour shift. By the time the squad returned to the Hunter’s Guild and paused in one of the antechambers, they were filthy, yet so tired they just lay down on the floor.

It was Marvekh who stopped in the doorway and watched as Haeight sluiced her armor with water, letting it drain into the sewers, nudging the others with her feet. Even Cara looked exhausted, head bowed as she sat in a corner—but she had the energy to wash the filth off her armor.

“Dead gods, Haeight. You’re alive! And all five?”

He was stunned. Haeight gave him a weary nod.

“Sixty-two skeletons dispatched. Old bones, but they were—tricky. We nearly didn’t make it. Both potions out—I can file it.”

“I’ll do it for you. I thought—how did you keep them alive? Don’t tell me you did it yourself or the Guildmistress will kill you.”

Marvekh lowered his voice to a whisper. Haeight whispered back.

“I didn’t. I couldn’t have done it alone. One of them—Cara—had a Skill. She’s a [Singer].”

Nothing would do but Marvekh fetch a file and write down a full report as Haeight got the squad to remove their armor and huck it into a bin. A [Novice Hunter] would take it for laundering, and they were given lye soap and warm water.

That was, at least, a blessing. But Choirene and Cara objected loudly when Haeight told them to strip and use the buckets to rinse.

“Wait a second, what about him?”

They pointed at the voyeur, who was giving them the side-eye. His name, Haeight now learned, was Yorkev.

“That’s right. Male showers—there. I’ll step out.”

“If you try peeping on us, you’ll be shot.”

Cara pointed at Yorkev, and the man eyed Haeight before hurrying away. The Huntress decided not to mention that some Hunters barely paid attention to privacy. They just cleaned themselves and got back to work.

In this case—she found bone dust in her hair and knew she still had a faint odor despite a generous lather of soap, but she washed faster than the other two and had a replacement set of armor on by the time they emerged.

“Is this…our clothing?”

The conscripts were, again, issued leftover clothing since their original clothing was filthy. It was the Hunter’s Guild’s castoffs and style.

So…black on black. Cara had on a short-sleeved shirt and trousers. The others had pants or skirts. Cara folded her arms, swaying, exhausted.

“Do we get food or beds?”

“Second floor. I’m reporting it. Just line up. If you need to sleep…there are beds. Don’t leave the building.”

“You can’t leave conscripts alone, Haeight. They’re your responsibility. I’ll go with you.”

Marvekh corrected her, and Haeight groaned. So she trooped upstairs, and her squad gasped at the sumptuous food and smells.

“What a lounge. Is this where our taxes go?”

One of the debtors was outraged, somewhat ironically, but Cara just raised her brows.

“This food is amazing. The Synphasia is dogshit compared to this.”

“Get whatever you want.”

Haeight pointed them towards the line, and a [Novice Hunter] stepped up.

“Hunter Haeight? Do you want anything?”

“Food. Big plate. Two glasses of something to drink. Nothing with alcohol in it. And a tea.”

They were used to that kind of descriptor and trotted into line. Marvekh was still working on the report.

“So she controlled the dead? That’s necromancy. The Guild…does not usually allow it.”

He gave Cara a look from behind, and Haeight frowned.

“It’s completely banned.”

“…Yes. But what I mean is, she may be in trouble for using her Skill.”

“Marvekh, she saved us all. It was amazing. The skeletons turned on each other. They would have dragged me down—and she turned it into a rout. Not a single casualty. Why wouldn’t we have [Necromancers]? Because of Az’kerash?”

“Exactly because of him. And the Central Guild has strict laws on any death-magic to begin with.”

“That’s ridiculous. Why—just sit over there and eat. What would we punish her with?”

Cara glanced sharply over at Haeight, who hadn’t lowered her voice enough. Marvekh gave Haeight a meaningful look.

“I don’t know what this report will do, Haeight. She’s a [Singer]?”

“And an [Actor], whatever that is. One of those people who performs at the Synphasia, I think. Marvekh, can you—adjust the details so it’s not a problem somehow?”

She almost didn’t know what she was saying. But there was only one way the Hunter’s Guild settled crimes among their Conscript Hunters. This was their last chance. Marvekh hesitated—

—And both Hunters realized they’d been too loud. Because a snoozing figure sleeping on one of the sofas raised her head.

Click.

Huntress Pictirm, who claimed the indulgence of sloth, was a sniper. Her crossbow was enchanted, made by the House of El, one of the Five Families of Izril, master artisans. The tip of one of her bolts was magnified by a glass sight as she aimed it at Haeight’s head, resting it on the edge of her sofa.

“Pride is a silly indulgence, but even pride wouldn’t let you lie on a report. What’s this about death magic?”

“Huntress Pictirm—”

Haeight froze. The crossbow tracked her head as it moved, perfectly, and she realized Pictirm wasn’t even holding it. It was swiveling as she took a hand away from it and yawned.

It automatically aimed? Her Skill or…

“Let me see it. Move and I will shoot you, Haeight. The Guildmistress’ little troublemaker. Visc seems to tolerate you. Loshell likes you. Dorikhem’s successor? A girl who can’t kill sixty skeletons without ruining her axes isn’t worthy of being called that. Let me see.”

Every single Veteran Hunter made her so angry. Haeight was frozen, and her good mood and the ebullience of surviving the skeleton hunt was draining away fast.

Cara was staring at Pictirm as the Huntress read lazily. The [Hunter] read the report, yawning—and then the crossbow swiveled to aim at Cara.

“Ah. A [Singer] that can animate the dead? The Guildmistress won’t like that one bit. Death magic twists if an idiot uses it wrong. The Guild has never liked using it too much. You. Singer. How did you gain that Skill? No one just picks up death magic. Especially foreigners.”

Her eyes fixed on Cara, unsettlingly narrow pupils slowly dilating until they were huge. Cara met the gaze, baring her teeth.

“I got it after killing a [Necromancer].”

“Hah. If I trusted truth spells alone, I’d almost believe that. Where? How? And why shouldn’t I shoot you?”

Cara was in real danger of being shot—and whether or not she knew it, she saw the crossbow. But to Haeight’s amazement, the threat seemed to piss her off more than scare her. Cara bared her teeth—then snapped.

“You want someone to vouch for me? Ask the Hunters who went to Afiele! Ask the [Lord] and [Lady] of the land or Duchess Grishen! Ask them if I’d take a [Necromancer]’s side!”

Dozens of heads turned around her, and a few of the Veteran Hunters, including Loshell, looked about. He spotted Pictirm and threw a roll at her.

“Pictirm, stop bothering poor Haeight. She’s doing good work. For a rookie. If the conscripts are decent, let them work.”

The roll was dead on-target, but it never reached Huntress Pictirm. The crossbow snapped to follow it, but Pictirm didn’t shoot. Instead, she flicked something at it.

A fork hit the roll, and it bounced onto the table, the utensil run straight through the bread. Pictirm yawned louder and then glared.

“Fine. Write this down, Marvekh. I, Veteran Hunter Pictirm of the Deathhunt, certify the [Singer] unless she proves to be a menace. In which case I will shoot her. [Permanent Mark Target].”

She pointed at Cara—and the [Singer] yelped as a little star of red traced itself quickly in the air, right over her heart. It shone brightly—then faded away.

But Haeight bet it was still there. Pictirm looked at Haeight.

“Make Haeight use those axes too. Don’t let her get new ones or waste the Hunter’s Guild’s coin on weapons. Maybe she’ll be useful if she has to struggle and hits Level 30. And eat somewhere else. You’re so loud. Dead gods, I’m so—”

She wobbled—then put her head back down, lifted her hat to cover her face, and started sleeping. Cara stared at Pictirm, at the roll, at Loshell, who had ordered a basket of rolls to replace the one he’d thrown, at Haeight—at Marvekh’s face—

Her face said it all. Haeight wished she could tell Cara this was a one-off. Instead? She pushed her chair back to move away and saw Pictirm’s crossbow was still tracking her. Wonderful. Haeight muttered.

“Welcome to the Hunter’s Guild.”

——

Despite Pictirm. Despite Haeight’s disgrace which had led to this moment—

Despite the chipped axes, which she had to sharpen to get as good as could be, which took her an hour and resulted in barely serviceable blades at best—

The Hunter’s Guild, especially the rookie Hunters, were abuzz with Haeight’s small victory.

Keeping an entire squad of Conscript Hunters alive? Let alone with no huge wounds and taking down that many skeletons?

It was just—good. It was a victory without a doubt. And Haeight was rewarded herself once she was able to lay down and sleep.

[Level 28 Close-Quarters Hunter!]

[Skill – Axe Art: Returning Throw obtained!]

Her first weapon art? Haeight woke up in the four hours of sunlight that Menorome got, excited—until she realized she had gotten a fancy version of [Boomerang Throw], a Skill that let you throw something and have the blade come back.

“Cheer up, Haeight. I’ll file your Skill, and perhaps the Hunter’s Guild records will say it’s better. But having a weapon art is a prerequisite to becoming a Veteran Hunter unless you’re a magic or traps specialist.”

“It’s something. It would have come in handy yesterday, at least.”

Marvekh cheered Haeight up over breakfast. Her squad was just eating breakfast; they’d been assigned rooms in a barracks, and they were going to be working today. She had spotted one of the debtors reading books on the second floor, clearly relaxing.

Her squad seemed to believe after the harrowing fight they’d get days off. Marvekh? Marvekh was at this moment telling Haeight their next job was waiting. If anything, the fact that she was taking time over breakfast and had ‘slept in’ was because she had to manage the Conscript Hunters.

“It’s a good Skill, even if it isn’t as—dramatic as some. And remember, your capstone Level 30 Skill is always excellent.”

Cara was obviously listening in as she poked at her fancy deviled eggs for breakfast. Haeight shrugged.

“It’s a level. Cara, did you level?”

“Who, me?”

She looked innocent. Both Marvekh and Haeight stared at her. The [Singer] hesitated.

“Yes.”

Marvekh raised his brows.

“What level and what Skill, if any?”

“Isn’t that private?”

Cara hedged, but the Desk Hunter just produced a second sheet.

“Not for [Hunters]. What is your class exactly?”

Cara blew out her cheeks in real annoyance.

“It’s—[Gravesinger]. Okay? Level 25. Which was nice because I hadn’t levelled much in the Synphasia.”

“Fighting levels you faster. Skill?”

The [Singer] glowered until she got a kick from his wooden leg.

“Alright, alright! [Bellowing Shout], okay? Thanks for giving me a useful Skill in my profession. I’m sure that’ll be a hit when I sing.”

Marvekh and Haeight both considered the Skill—and gave Cara moderately more sympathetic looks. Marvekh wrote it down and stood.

“Forty miles, Haeight. Get there as fast as you can. I know you’re getting lame horses and nags…but this zombie horde has been plaguing the fields for eighteen days.”

“What? Eighteen days?”

Their next location was a province where the Hunter’s Guild was unable to keep up with an undead outbreak—and a group of thirty zombies as well as Ghouls was roaming about. Haeight was outraged.

“Shorehaven. They’ve been complaining, and it should have been dealt with. But they claim the Hunter’s Guild missed the undead—and caved-in one of the tombs.”

What?

Cara sat upright, and Haeight’s mouth fell open. The old tombs that dotted each province and region were beloved! All of them were sealed, but in times past, people would bury their dead there. Now, of course, they were the reason the soil was so fertile and the dead rose, a painful tradeoff, but the tombs themselves were as close to…sacred…as anything.

“The Tomb of Havenwell? What incompetent idiots in that local guild would—”

Then she stopped. Her breakfast lost taste in her mouth as she looked at him. Begging him not to say it.

“No.”

Marvekh looked around, then lowered his voice.

“…Hunter Loshell’s team. The one you saw leaving about a week past? They went to Shorehaven. The dead were not dealt with, and the claim was that a drunken [Hunter] caved-in the mouth of the tomb. The Guild’s report says that was not factually substantiated with proof.”

“What kind of proof would you—?”

“Just kill the zombies, Haeight.”

Marvekh was glancing over his shoulder, and Haeight froze. Loshell had come out for breakfast, and she sat there, unable to look at him.

Ridiculous. She unballed her fists as she saw Cara looking at her.

“Seriously. What is up?”

“We’ve got undead to kill. I want us at the village in two days. Squad, breakfast is over. Get ready to go—we have undead to kill. Ghouls. It won’t be easy. There are as many as eight Ghouls.”

“Ghouls?”

Choirene wailed in true fear, but Yorkhev glanced at Cara and smiled confidently.

“Well, we can handle it, right, Huntress?”

Haeight’s look was less sure.

“Perhaps. But we’ll still have to fight some. If it were Human Ghouls, I’d be happier. But the Ghouls are dogs, Corusdeer, and a dead Mothbear.”

The smile vanished, and Cara swallowed hard.

“I’ve heard of…what makes a Mothbear worse than regular bears, again? They’re bigger?”

“Yes. And they can jump.”

A Ghoul bear. The same kind she and an entire team had prepared a week for! Had Pictirm told someone to give her death-traps? Or was it because of Cara? Choirene was aware of how far it was, and she was raising a complaint.

“Two days to go forty miles? I saw the horses—they’re unshod mules, and I’m no [Rider].”

“Well, we’re going. And we have company. Cheer up. You get horses. There are seven new Conscript Hunters joining us for this hunt. They’ll be on foot.”

Misery and misery. The Conscript Hunters began to complain, but the presence of the actual [Hunters] made them go silent. Haeight strode off to at least get some bolts for them. She had been told—no enchanted munitions. Her two healing potions had been replaced, and they were going to be for the entire squad.

Oh, and on the way downstairs, Hunter Loshell beckoned Haeight over.

“Haeight, are you going to the Havens Province?”

She stopped, not looking at him, but instead at the roasted duck he was tucking into.

“Yes, Hunter Loshell. With twelve Conscript Hunters. We’re fighting Ghouls and zombies.”

“I heard. I heard. Well, keep your potion for yourself and any who show promise. Spread it around and no one will make it back. Good luck with the Mothbear Ghoul. They jump. Thank you for doing it. We would have gotten to them, but—”

He shrugged.

“—We were lazy.”

She stared at him, and the Hunter gave her a nod. He even looked embarrassed. As if—she turned away.

“I’ll clean it up for you, Hunter Loshell. On my hat.”

He raised a cup at her back.

“We did try, but—ah, well. You can only do your best. Don’t die out there, eh, Haeight. Haeight?”

——

She really was…exhausted. In her heart.

Hunter Haeight had never known that your heart could make your limbs heavy. She had always felt that her body would give way, trembling arms trying to hold back a Draugr, if she wasn’t careful.

If she wasn’t strong enough, that would be her end. All she had to do was run faster, strike harder, and use her mind to bring down her foes.

She’d never dreamed she could be tired like this from mere words. Haeight wanted to sleep for a month.

Indulgence. Sloth. She thought she could see it, now. How you fell and became one of them. You worked so hard, every day, swearing you’d never become one of the Veteran Hunters.

Then you snapped. Something in you broke, and that was your pride and hope and determination. It gave when you thought it would never fail, like a breaking bone—and you slowly fell into one of the seven indulgences.

Did they wake up and see themselves like that? Or did they hide the truth? She thought Loshell felt guilty.

Haeight had her head resting against a beam of wood as the Conscript Hunters gathered. Only to realize there was one more mistake.

“Hunter Haeight? We’re ready to go and march.”

Haeight looked over—and a young [Novice Hunter] saluted her. Confused, the woman looked at the girl who had run her breakfast and often carried messages for Marvekh.

“You?”

“Hunter Ridine, ready to fight.”

The girl was fourteen. She was shaking with nerves, more than even the Conscript Hunters. Cara looked incredulous—and Haeight realized.

“You’re my new Hunters?”

She’d thought it was seven more Conscript Hunters. But this was how it was done, in the capital’s Guild as well as anywhere else.

Novices, assigned to a regular [Hunter]. Only, in this case—they were being lumped with Conscript Hunters.

“It was my idea.”

Up. She looked up, and Hunter Visc nodded to her. He touched his hat as the [Novice Hunters] looked up, trying to conceal looks of dislike or unease. But he focused on her as he rummaged through the bag of coins. Then he dropped a shower of gold coins. They landed on the carpet.

“The Hunter who can keep five Conscript Hunters alive can probably do the same for our [Novice Hunters] who’ve passed their half-year training. They can shoot a crossbow and wipe their brows…and you’ll have to teach them the rest. Better odds than a regular squad, eh? Especially if the Conscript Hunters pull their weight. Watch the Mothbear, though. It jumps.”

His eyes lingered on Cara before swinging to Haeight. Then he winked.

“Buy them a snack as you go, Haeight. Or a potion.”

The [Novice Hunters] were only issued one. More than the conscripts, but—Haeight stared at the gold coins.

The Conscript Hunters were gaping at the gold literally lying there. The debtors looked like they’d have heart attacks as they bent greedily, and Haeight snapped.

“Gather them up and hand them here.”

Thirty-two gold coins. She made sure she had each one, noticing their attempts to hide them. Haeight weighed them in her palm.

That would pay for at least six good healing potions! More bad ones. She almost spat, handling Visc’s indulgence of greed. How much gold did he have if he just tossed it around?

“—Come on. Hunter Ridine, appraise me of your training. Do you have horses?”

“Training horses, Hunter Haeight. But we’re to trade off and run.”

Not even full horses for the lot? The [Novice Hunters] knew how far they were going. Forty miles and—

And her heart hurt. Cara was watching Haeight’s face. She looked at the [Novice Hunters] and spoke.

“I, uh—are we taking orders from them?”

Haeight straightened. She gave Cara a blank look and realized she at least had to do this. She knew the job—she spoke without caring who heard.

“The squad needs sub leaders in case you can’t hear me, get separated, or I perish. Under me—you will all listen to Hunter Ridine. Below her—Conscript Hunter Cara. If all three of us are dead or missing, you will select a new leader. Understood?”

The [Novice Hunters] looked at Cara, askance, as Ridine tried to stand straighter. But they had heard about the squad’s victory, so they only nodded. The Conscript Hunters were nervously heading to their horses, and the group of thirteen headed out the gates.

Ghouls. At least we have the hands to actually construct traps and set up. I have to use the song and—how long will it take to activate? A Ghoul can reach you, tear your throat out from a hundred feet away in eight seconds. A Mothbear. It jumps…

The mockery of the Veteran Hunters and her worries were so strong that as they left the Hunter’s Guild, Haeight barely paid attention to the city.

It was dusk already. The four hours of light had turned to darkness, and the candles were glowing. The people, coming out to start their day, glanced at thirteen Hunters of Noelictus on the march.

Out of the thirteen, eight were mounted and five were on foot, trailing behind. The horses were indeed poor nags, one limping, another just dragging its hooves despite Ridine’s best attempts to keep it moving at pace.

“Hunters. What a sorry sight.”

“Conscript Hunters. You’d think with those indulgences and the cards they could afford to buy horses—”

The reputation of the Hunter’s Guild back home would have had people nodding to them and wishing them luck. Even offering them snacks.

Instead, the shopkeepers began to call out services in exchange for Hunter’s Cards until they realized it was novices and conscripts and fell silent.

There was no respect for them—nor did Haeight think they deserved it, now. She knew Cara was watching her with concern, but it didn’t matter. Let her see. Haeight drooped on the mare she rode.

She felt like she was falling into despair. A dream of exhaustion from which she would never wake.

She closed her eyes—and nearly ran over the [Princess] standing in her way. The woman’s arms were stretched out wide, and she had a look of desperate determination, sweat running down her face and ruining her makeup. She was panting with exhaustion from running—and then the horse bumped into her.

“Your Highness! Halt, you!”

A brave [Knight] had been trying to get the horse to halt, and it only slowed when he dragged on it. Princess Seraphel du Marquin looked up and flinched as a horse exhaled on her. Haeight looked down—spotted her crown, and froze.

“Excuse me—Hunters on the march.”

“I beg your pardon—but you must halt! Cara, I’ve finally found you! I’m so sorry—good Hunters of Noelictus, halt! I am Princess Seraphel of Calanfer, and I demand you set my friend free!”

The woman pointed at—Cara—and everyone turned to her. The other conscripts, the novices—and a number of Menorome’s citizens noticed Cara the Conscript Hunter and then turned to Seraphel.

This wasn’t good. Haeight had never met royalty—aside from Greina’s friend—and she was well aware that causing a diplomatic incident would be the final straw. She swung herself down from the saddle.

“Your Highness of Calanfer, I am Huntress Haeight. I am sorry, but please clear the way.”

Three [Knights] in shining armor, the golden Thronebearers of Calanfer, blocked her from Seraphel, and a fourth one was walking over to Cara. But Haeight saw him hesitate.

“Your Highness, under Noelictus’ laws, Miss Cara is a Conscript Hunter for a month. Freeing her would go against the crown—”

“This is insane! She was defending me! Cara, I am so sorry…Huntress, is there anyone I can speak to?”

“That would be Guildmistress Deilfec, if anyone. But I caution you, Your Highness—I cannot abandon my duties. Nor are you likely to succeed.”

One of the [Knights], the one talking to the woman, seemed to know who Deilfec was, and he hesitated, but Seraphel squared her shoulders and adjusted her tiara as if to remind herself it was there.

“I shall! You—where are you going?”

“Killing undead. Seraphel, don’t get in more trouble. Really! That mad hatter of a [Queen]—”

Cara hissed at her. Then froze as everyone, including Haeight, turned to glare at her. Seraphel bit her lip.

“I know, but I doubt she even remembers, and I could at least get you assigned to—something lighter? Huntress, will you wait for me to speak to your Guildmistress?”

“With due respect, Your Highness—we are Hunters on the errands of the Guild. We cannot wait. Please, clear the way.”

Haeight felt embarrassed to order the [Princess] around, especially when the woman’s face fell. She was trying to help Cara.

What strange friends the woman had. Seraphel grasped at Cara’s hands.

“You look—is that armor you’re wearing? It’s practically rags, Cara…you’re no fighter!”

“No, but I have tricks. I survived one day—Seraphel, don’t get yourself beheaded. I’m in the hands of a decent [Hunter]…the rest is up to chance.”

“If only Duchess Grishen were here! Or Sasi or Culin or…but they’re still on the way! I told them what happened, but Cara—! I’ll speak to the Guildmistress.”

“We have to go, Your Highness.”

They were drawing a crowd, and Haeight was thinking of the undead. Two days with people on foot and these horses? Many people were recognizing Cara and Seraphel it seemed.

“That’s the Singer of the Synphasia. The…Siren of Songs? The one who showed up the Violinist, Rolairenes. She’s a Conscript Hunter, now? What did she do to deserve that fate?”

They knew Cara? Well, they were passing near the Synphasia itself, so Haeight guessed that was why. After another whispered exchange, Seraphel nodded.

“I’ll do that. The Guildmistress you said, Huntress Haeight? Thank you. And keep my dear friend safe. She is a great friend of Calanfer.”

Wonderful. Seraphel met Haeight’s eyes, and the Huntress felt more of a burden. Then—to her surprise, she saw Seraphel step back and inspect Cara’s armor and blade.

“She’s not half as armed as you, Ser Dalimont. One of you—give her a proper sword or something! Actually, Dalimont, take off your armor. A [Hunter] can wear armor, can’t she? Especially if she’s not a proper one.”

The [Knight] next to her recoiled.

“Your Highness! My armor won’t even fit her—we cannot just give our armor away!”

“Well, what about you?”

Seraphel looked around, and all the Thronebearers looked ready to run—but as it happened, none were Cara’s exact stature. Seraphel stamped a foot—

“Then at least a potion! No arguments!”

She snatched one from Ser Dalimont and handed it to Cara. Seraphel hesitated, then flung her arms around Cara’s shoulders.

“Don’t die, Cara! I’ll have you out of this the moment you get back!”

Then she hurried towards the Guild as people murmured. Haeight almost wished the [Princess] luck—but she feared even a determined [Princess] wouldn’t stand a chance against Guildmistress Deilfec.

——

It didn’t matter, even if they were up a potion. Yet, the moment stood out. None of the other Conscript Hunters had had someone come out for them. Indeed, Haeight bought six potions and distributed them between the other Conscript Hunters and let Ridine and Cara add another to their belts.

“You have good friends. How did you meet a [Princess]?”

She remarked to Cara. The [Singer] shrugged.

“Coincidence. Everyone loves a good song.”

That sounded like a lie—but Haeight didn’t call her out on it. In fact, the coincidences didn’t seem to end there.

They were headed out the gates when an odd duo began walking next to Cara. Haeight turned warily, but the two were plainly civilians.

Both had flashy clothes; in fact, the shorter one, a Dwarf, had rouge all over her face and beard. The tall half-Elf with a sword at his hip and violin he was tuning in his grip she thought she recognized.

Wait…were those two the top performers at the Synphasia? She’d seen their likenesses on posters!

This time, the other Hunters turned, agog, and Yoitha Sterngest and Rolairenes the Violinist nodded to Cara as she glared at them.

“I hope you two aren’t stupid enough to try anything. Haeight, these are friends. What are you two doing?”

“Nothing. Just seeing how much trouble you’re in. Conscript Hunter? Not good. Not good at all. Grandfathers, Cara, did you have to cause trouble? I know we can’t help, but we’d like to walk, if that’s fine. The Synphasia’s testing out those bastard Helpful Servants in the choir anyways.”

“That’s—acceptable.”

Haeight nodded at Yoitha, wondering what the hell Helpful Servants were doing in the Synphasia. Rolairenes looked disgusted, but he was eying Cara’s armor and sword with distaste.

“You’re going to die.”

“Thanks, Rolare.”

Cara raised her middle finger, and the half-Elf stiffened in pure outrage.

“I am being honest. Even when I was a child, I knew the Hunters of Noelictus did desperate jobs. You don’t know how to hold that sword. No, not like that. You can’t even draw it right. Nor are your companions much better.”

He watched Cara draw her sword with pure disgust and shook his head. He glanced at Haeight with a similar look as she blinked.

Yoitha elbowed him, or tried to. Rolairenes, or ‘Rolare’, stepped aside fluidly, still tuning his violin. Then he hesitated as he turned back to Cara.

“—I feel slightly guilty that you took my place.”

“Yeah, well. I got myself into it. Don’t worry about it. Did you see Elena?”

“Dead gods, Cara. Worry about yourself! The Conscript Hunters fight undead with no preparation—and your gear’s shit! With respect.”

Both turned to Haeight, who was trying not to look offended as they badmouthed her in clear earshot. The [Novice Hunters] weren’t quite sure how outraged they should be.

“…Your two companions can keep pace, but we have to move faster. Squad, pick up the pace! [Novice Hunters], call out when you’re flagging, and we will trade off. We will cover at least thirty miles today.”

“Thirty miles? But some of us are on foot! Huntress—”

“We are going to slay undead! Move!”

She was getting tired of back-chat. And with respect to Cara’s rude performer friends—Haeight set a blistering pace.

They had to go up towards the Haven Province—and thirty miles in a day was a fast pace, even if they could trade off on horses.

Uphill, and they’d fought undead just yesterday, and they were all wearing armor that included chainmail, weighed down by crossbows and more.

Professional soldiers on foot could march up to twenty miles per day without Skills if they were well-trained. Hunters needed to do more.

One day of full marching, and the next had to be resting and setting up. Three days to engage a horde likely terrorizing the village. Haeight rode hard, slapping the lazy horse with one hand to make it move, and saw the [Novice Hunters] had to keep up at a moderately fast jog. She traded off with the first after forty minutes of running and hoped the conscripts could keep up.

——

It was…too ambitious.

After merely two hours, even Haeight’s legs were burning from running, and that was because she had let the others trade off on the horses. The Conscripts were riding, but even the [Novice Hunters] were exhausted.

They slowed to a walking crawl, and Haeight saw, plainly, none of them could keep up. To be fair—she hurt, and she was secretly unsure if even she could keep up with her own pace.

But in her case, that was the perennial fatigue of the job. The others were just untrained. Cara herself was puffing and wiping sweat from her brow as she tried to drink water.

“I…thought I was in good shape.”

“Well, you are obviously not. Long-form exercise is not the same as your little dance-routines. This is disgusting, isn’t it, Yoitha?”

“Shut up, Rolare. You take two steps for every one of ours, you tall bastard. This is a tough pace—I’m no [Runner].”

The worst part was that Cara’s two friends were still here. They were jogging along, and to add insult to injury—Yoitha was sweating and drinking water, but she kept running like a machine. A Dwarf woman, five-foot-three.

Rolare wasn’t even sweating. He just ran, keeping up a conversation as Cara swore at them.

“What are you two? Monsters?”

“I keep in good shape.”

Rolare retorted. Yoitha raised a hand.

“Smiths have to work hard. Sorry, Cara. I’m used to hauling iron around in blast furnace heat.”

Those two would make amazing [Hunters] if they could fight as well as they ran. Haeight shook her head as they slowed. At last, one of the [Novice Hunters] gasped.

“Huntress, I can’t continue. I won’t be in any condition to fight when we get there.”

Haeight cursed.

“If we slow, we’ll take an extra day. Keep moving.”

“The undead have been there for weeks, Huntress. The Guild neglected it—if we don’t arrive in good condition, we’ll be in trouble.”

The complaining novice was trying to rationalize a reason to slow. And they were already moving at a crawl. Haeight wiped sweat from beneath her hat. Cara gave her a sideways glance, and Haeight looked at the others. Then she raised her voice.

“We could take an extra day to reach Shorehaven.”

The entire group slowed in relief. Haeight glanced at the riders and Ridine. The [Novice Hunter] watched her, and Haeight reached for her crossbow.

“I would rather shoot the complainers and get there in time.”

The pace picked back up. The [Novice Hunters] stared at her wide-eyed, and the conscripts looked back in terror, reminded of her other job. But Haeight wasn’t done. She addressed the seven novices now.

“We could slow—and perhaps our seniors would. Huntress Pictirm would and indulge her sloth. Hunter Loshell would take a carriage. We have neither. Perhaps that’s unfair.”

It was unfair. They should have had horses! Anyone reasonable saw that. Yet Haeight continued, her voice as sharp as the edge of the hatchet she gripped in her hand.

“It may be unfair. You are all novices, and this is a difficult mission. This is all true. But you are, all of you, conscripts and novices, Hunters of Noelictus. Perhaps you have never seen how it is done, in the capital. But I was trained in the Hunter’s Guild of Fiskren. Every [Hunter] there would rather eat a crossbow bolt than leave a village a day longer than they need to, facing Ghouls.”

She stared down the chalk road and shouted at them. A few people on the road were glancing at the [Huntress] shouting—screaming, really—at her squad. Haeight didn’t care.

“If you want to become Veteran Hunters like the ones on the second floor, go ahead. But I did not join the Hunter’s Guild to drag my heels when monsters threatened my kinsfolk. Did you?”

“No, Hunter!”

Ridine raised her voice. She was joined, instantly, by every other [Novice Hunter]. Cara looked at them as Yoitha tugged on her beard, looking—sad and curious both. Haeight growled.

“If we have no horses—we run! I…understand running the entire way cannot be done. Which is why we will adjust our pace. But never forget what you swore. Even if every other [Hunter] forgets—”

“Huntress Haeight, we can run. Give us a chance.”

The same [Hunter] who protested called to her. He peeked out from behind sand-colored hair. He had large ears, but his expression looked far more determined.

“What’s your name, Novice Hunter?”

“Loekr. I regret my complaints. I’m ashamed by them. I was only worried we might lose our own and didn’t think—didn’t remember why we were doing it. Huntress—let us try. Let the conscripts ride. We’ll run.”

The other [Novice Hunters] agreed. They hopped off their saddles and motioned. Yorkev scrambled into a saddle in relief, but Cara hesitated.

Haeight looked at Cara as she got on the lazy pony’s back, and the animal groaned and slowed. Haeight slapped the rump—then dodged as a hoof nearly clipped her face.

“Damn animal.”

She was so angry, but Cara just patted the horse’s head, and it grudgingly moved faster. The [Singer] looked down at Haeight.

“So you really do feel that way, huh? That sounded genuine.”

“—I am a [Hunter] of Noelictus. No matter what you have seen of other Hunters and their indulgences, I came here to slay undead. To change the Hunter’s Guild. I understand you would not believe me. But I am serious.”

Haeight met Cara’s eyes solidly, and the [Singer] craned her head back. She stared at the sky, closed her eyes…and then slapped her cheeks. Hard.

“Damn. Okay. Alright…”

She took several deep breaths as Haeight eyed her. Was she going to do something? Cara felt at her face—at her cheeks, then at the hat she wore, a copy of the one on Haeight’s head. She adjusted it, eyed Haeight, and sat straighter in her saddle. She scowled—and Haeight realized Cara was copying her scowl.

Both women’s glares deepened, and Cara squared her shoulders. Exhaled. Then she nodded at her two friends.

They were eying her with almost as much confusion as Haeight. But Cara barked, and her voice carried.

“Okay, Yoitha, Rolare. Thanks for coming with me—but you heard them. If you want to keep up, get out of the way. Better yet—help if you’d ever play a tune that’s not perfect, agreed upon ten weeks in advance, and choreographed to hell and back, Rolare.”

“How dare you. I am an artist.”

“And I’m a Hunter of Noelictus right now, you great prat!”

Cara snapped back, and Rolare jumped and nearly snapped a violin string. He’d been fiddling with it for hours, but Cara turned in her saddle. She caught the attention of the regular [Hunters], including Haeight.

“Sorry for the wait, Hunter Haeight! I’m taking it seriously too! Hunter Cara, doing her best!”

She gave Haeight a tap of the hat, like a regular [Hunter], and Haeight had the sudden urge to throw something at her.

“You don’t need to copy us.”

“I’m just getting in the spirit. Permission to sing, Huntress? I think it’ll help?”

Haeight was about to snap at Cara that her play-acting wasn’t worth anything. She wasn’t as resolved as the young [Hunters] or Haeight and had sacrificed nothing. Then she frowned at the offer.

Wait, didn’t she say she had a song that would help? Reluctantly, Haeight nodded.

“If it helps.”

Cara gave her a tight smile, eyes glittering. She looked—different all of a sudden. She sat forwards in her saddle and stared down the dark road. Clouded skies, bleak pale roads. Black, loamy soil.

Grey lands. But her eyes lit up, and she looked back at the [Hunters] as if she suddenly understood something.

Perhaps—what motivated her. She might either be the best liar that Haeight had ever met—and she probably was—

But Cara’s gaze almost looked respectful. As if she were being serious. Then she opened her mouth.

—And once again, began to sing.

She began by clapping her hands together and counting the rhythm off. It was a fast one, and Haeight, against her will at first, found her feet copying the pace of the woman clapping.

“One, two, three, four. One, two, three—keep moving, everyone. Pick up the pace!”

The horses perked up their ears, and the lazy one snorted as if to say ‘good luck’. But Cara was standing up in the stirrups slightly, and she raised her voice.

The roads of Noelictus were traditionally silent. It was a faux paus, as everywhere, to make gregarious noise. The young woman broke off a second, cursing.

“Damn. I wish I had some drums.”

“Need a beat?”

The clapping of Cara’s hands was suddenly joined by a loud—thumping. Thump-thump-thump-thump, to the rhythm she’d set.

Haeight jumped—and then looked over and saw the person literally stamping to the beat. Yoitha’s boots were thumping down so hard that Haeight felt it. Even her companion, Rolare, looked astonished.

But Cara just laughed and gave Yoitha a thumbs-up. Then she threw back her head—took her hat off, and clasped it over her heart. And at last, her voice took on a tired, yearning note. It started low—and grew louder and rose in pitch as the song filled the air.

“For those days, we felt like a mistake. Those times when love’s what you hate—somehow—we keep marching on.”

Haeight’s tired limbs were burning. Her thighs were chafing slightly. Her hatchets felt heavy at her belt, and the huge crossbow on her back was weighing her down. She was tired. Heartsick, exhausted from months of work burning her out.

It was stupid. It was impossible—and it was a Skill. But nevertheless, when she heard that music, she forgot a second about her aches and pains.

It was as if a cool fall breeze had suddenly swept down the road. Haeight realized she could see her breath in the winter air. She looked around—and the cold road suddenly brightened in her gaze. The ‘white’ ground was, in fact, stained with colors. So subtle that only the pure contrast revealed them.

The [Hunters], jogging in their uniform armor, were not without color themselves. It was bright—the flash of Loekr’s hair and his pink ears sticking out from under his hat.

Ridine had orange hair like a sunburst. It was untidily shorn, but it stood out under her hat as she glanced sideways and avoided Haeight’s gaze.

Rolare, the half-Elf, wore a tunic so beautifully green it looked like a different land, a glade of grass and beautiful trees that Haeight had dreamed of seeing as a girl.

The night was dark—but there were a thousand stars above them that shone down every color, like the flames of Menorome.

How had Haeight forgotten about the stars? But she realized—it was the fog hanging over her, her exhaustion and the pain of inhaling, the fatigue in her legs that had been distracting…

Wait a second. She was running faster, now. And so were the [Novice Hunters]. They looked at each other—then at the horses that were trotting forwards, no longer ambling, but at a fast clip.

A full on canter. Even the lazy horse looked down at its hooves and then nearly tripped before realizing that it was filled with something strange.

Energy. It was coming straight out of the Singer’s mouth. A song to take away fatigue. The thumping of Yoitha’s boots, the constant beat—were making the [Hunters] forget they were tired.

They were running, again. Forgetting the effort because—because Haeight had never heard music like this. It was different to [Bard]’s music in the taverns. It was lively. Each word seemed to matter, and it was—direct. It went straight into her, an active song that made her want to move. She had never heard music like this before in her life.

“For those nights when I couldn’t be there. I’ve made it harder to know that you know that somehow—we’ll keep movin’ on.”

She was singing to them. Now—Cara was staring ahead. The travellers on the road were looking up, and Cara began gesturing with her hands again. She looked right, at Choirene, down at Rolare, who was listening to the music as if trying to figure it out, a frown of disapproval on his face—but only faintly—and her song grew louder.

“There’s so many wars we fought. There’s so many things we’re not! But with what we have, I promise you that—we’re marching on. We’re marching on!”

It almost sounded like a song for the Hunter’s Guild. It pulled Haeight’s head up—and then she saw Cara gesturing.

She wanted them—to sing along? The [Novice Hunters] hesitated, and some blushed. They were warriors, not singers! But Cara kept going, repeating the song. And now—Yoitha’s drumming boots weren’t the only thing keeping the tune.

The [Hunters]’ boots and the horses’ hooves thumped to the beat. Haeight shook her head as Cara motioned at her. But they were running now—so she let the [Singer] continue. Another useful power. But there was no way. No way that Haeight would—

——

The silent roads of Noelictus were so boring. King Itreimedes of Avel regretted his hunting expedition. Especially since the local nobles obeyed all the rules of hunting in Noelictus.

You had to make sure each kill was accounted for, and if you even winged something, you had to track it down and make sure it was dead. There was no exciting beating of the bushes with the dogs—

Dead gods, I wish I’d gone to Samal and their damn keys instead. But here he was, humoring Nicterise. And the interesting young woman at the banquet had gotten arrested.

“I trust you’ve enjoyed yourself, Your Majesty?”

One of the [Lords] was trying to engage him in conversation, and Itreimedes suspected he could tell how bored the [King] was. If this was a ploy by whatever faction it was—it wasn’t working on Itreimedes.

“Oh, absolutely. It’s riveting. But, er, let’s make sure we’re back in the capital soon.”

He was going to spend the rest of his time in the city. The nobles agreed, and they were heading down the roads with their meager kills, all beheaded to make sure they wouldn’t rise again.

Ghastly. All because everyone kept telling him he was slightly overweight. Well, damn them. He may have stayed in the saddle most of the hunt, but that was just because he wasn’t going to run around like some peasant. Itreimedes ignored his advisors’ disapproving looks as he tried riding back to fun and civilization faster.

Even he wasn’t going to say it—but Noelictus really was ghastly boring. The only people on the roads were [Farmers] taking grain or goods to towns. Rare travellers, few tourists—a few [Merchants], and those [Hunters].

He’d passed a group with a coffin rolling to some place or other. And they never seemed like they were having fun like the jolly [Knights] he liked. The Order of Seasons of Pheislant, Haegris Knights who’d sell you a bridge—even Ailendamus had three [Knight] Orders. Noelictus? None.

King Itreimedes was debating literally galloping back to the capital and pretending it was a flight of fancy to get back sooner when he heard something—odd—on the road.

It sounded like a song. He turned to his advisors.

“That sounds like a song.”

“Please, Your Majesty. This is not a time for pranks. It’s probably music from the fields. Don’t disturb the workers.”

“No, I can hear lyrics. It’s coming from that group down the road.”

King Itreimedes pointed down the slopes they were descending. He had a view for miles, and one of his advisors shielded their gaze, exasperated. They couldn’t see what he did—

“Your Majesty, no one is singing. Yet alone that loud. Are you seeing and hearing things, now?”

“I swear, I saw someone climbing the palace’s roofs in Noelictus. And that [Prince] Seratoito is a shifty fellow. I kept seeing him whispering with this lot. And I’m not—aha, you heard it too!”

His advisor hesitated. Then one of the others craned their necks, and they stared down the road.

“…That might be a song. His Majesty is right. I hear it too.”

“Impossible.”

But as Itreimedes rode faster, he heard the nobles of Noelictus murmuring. It was a song. And it was coming from the most unlikely of places.

“Hunters of Noelictus? What?”

They were coming down the road at a fast clip. He would have said merely an average pace—until he realized some of them were on foot and running to keep pace with the horses. Itreimedes stared—

And he heard that song. Someone, a familiar voice, was singing it loudest of all, but it wasn’t coming from just her throat.

Over a dozen people were singing along with her.

“Right, right, right, right left! Right, right, right, right left! Right right, we’re marching on!”

A Dwarf and a half-Elf he definitely thought he knew were keeping pace with the [Hunters]. Only the half-Elf wasn’t singing, but he was playing his violin, trying to mimic the melody of the song.

A young woman was standing up in the stirrups of her saddle, singing without biting her tongue, despite the pace. And behind her—[Hunters] were running. In fact, it felt like half the travellers on the road were following the Hunters of Noelictus.

Several seemed to be riding behind them, just listening to the song. King Avel nearly ran his horse into a ditch as he stared.

“What is this? Why are they—singing?”

“It’s a [Bard]. It’s some kind of rejuvenation song.”

One of the nobles commented, and Avel’s [King] felt it too. He sat up in his saddle and felt—motivated. If he had been on the hunt, he might have leapt off his saddle.

He remembered running around like a younger man like that. He was half-tempted to leap from his saddle and start running, too. Only the thought that it was the wrong direction and it was embarrassing made him stop.

“I say, in the name of His Majesty—wait a second!”

One of his advisors went riding after the group, but the Hunters didn’t slow. One called back to them.

“Hunters of Noelictus about their task!”

“Yes, but—His Majesty of Avel would like to know—stop a second, would you?”

The person tried to block them, but the [Huntress] with white hair snapped at him.

“We stop for no one. We have undead to slay!”

She touched her hatchet, and the rider nervously danced out of the way with his horse. But then it clicked. Itreimedes shouted at the familiar singer leading them.

“And you’re singing as you go?”

The Baroness of the Beat, the Siren of Songs, Cara of Synphasia, turned her head, and Itreimedes recognized her. Then she was speeding down the road, and she shouted back as the song continued.

“Of course! How else should we do it, you fecking dumbass?”

His mouth opened wide—and the escort turned in horror. Then his horse stopped dead before it plunged off the road, and King Itreimedes went flying off its neck and into the ditch. When he got out of it, shouting, he charged onto the road—

But those [Hunters] were already marching into the distance. Singing.

——

The song was called ‘Marching On’. Cara claimed she hadn’t invented it, but One Republic had. Which particular republic, well, Haeight hadn’t asked. She didn’t know other countries that well.

It was not the only song Cara sang on the road. She had a number, and she taught them to the Hunters. But the truth was it was her music that kept them going.

By the time they slowed, Cara’s voice was hoarse. She tried to speak and had to drink water in the fit of coughing.

“That’s it. I can’t keep singing.”

“No need. We’re…here.”

Haeight couldn’t believe it. But she checked her map and one of the waystones that marked where you were, and it said—

Shorehaven. 3 miles.

They had travelled thirty-seven miles in a single day? Cara touched her throat, and Haeight realized that the oddest thing was happening: the sun was rising.

They’d marched all night. But they’d barely felt it. Indeed, only when the last traces of the music left their veins did they feel that nervous energy in them, holding back the tiredness.

—And only when they reached the gated village and heard a man hailing them did the Hunters feel tired at all.

The [Village Fieldmaster], their version of a [Village Head], was no less astonished to see them. He was a huge man, six and a half feet tall, and dressed in a stiff farmer’s suit.

He came prepared to hate them, Haeight could tell. He bowed slowly.

“Hunters. We’re relieved you’ve come…again…per our dire request. We feared it might be another week yet after your acknowledgement. A day is—fast. Where are the rest of your horses?”

He couldn’t quite believe they weren’t all mounted, and his clear anger held behind his veneer of politeness was shaken by the speed of their arrival.

Nevertheless, he had cause. Haeight bowed.

“I am Dedicated Hunter Haeight. With me are Conscripted Hunters and Novice Hunters, prepared to eradicate this horde.”

The man’s eyes flashed again.

“I am Fieldmaster Berrow. Conscript Hunters and Novices? Did you not hear a Mothbear Ghoul is roaming? We’ve fled the fields no less than fifty times while Shorehaven has stood—empty! If not for the netting, we’d have nothing to live upon. Only our houses have kept us from the bear. It’s gone over the walls and clawed at our homes for ages—before it left.”

The walls were ten feet high. Haeight stared at them, then bowed again.

“—We have a charge, and I shall not leave until it is done, Fieldmaster. Upon my word as a Hunter.”

“It’s said well—but the last group came like shadows. Killed no undead I saw. And a drunkard amongst them destroyed the Tomb of Havens. Every settlement in the province is in horror—and the Hunter’s Guild has forbidden anyone from even trying to unearth it. Not that we could. It’s been sealed by tons of stone.”

Haeight could only bow deeper to him as the panting Dwarf and half-Elf flopped onto the ground, not nearly as disciplined as the [Novice Hunters] setting up a camp and tending to the horses.

Loshell. You bastard.

“—We will rectify the horde, at least. Do you know their location?”

“…The forests. They hunt other animals, and what few haven’t fled do battle.”

“How can anything do battle with Ghouls?”

Berrow smiled bleakly.

“Have you never seen wildlife fight back against undead, Hunter Haeight?”

“I lived in Fiskren. I’ve heard of bears putting down zombies, but never Ghouls.”

He grunted at that, abashed, and actually moderated his dislike of her a bit.

“Fiskren? Where Duchess Greina hails from? Good lands. Good folk. You see—those bears are kith and kin to the Mothbears here. As well as Corusdeer. Several are dead, and I fear the horde might become deadly enough to wipe villages out. But for now—the animals have held their own. Half the dead the horde slaughters get burnt to death.”

Corusdeer. They weren’t common in Terandria, being native to Izril, but Haeight had heard the power of the magical deer was to set their antlers aflame. Apparently, even a Ghoul Mothbear couldn’t kill its kin so easily.

“We shall take time to set up, Fieldmaster. Allow us a chance to rest—then we shall choose a battleground to lay traps for the bears.”

He nodded, unable to begrudge her that after how fast they’d come.

“Rest as you will—we shall let you know if the horde comes to our walls. Will you break bread with us? We have fish from the rivers, at least. I hope you have bear traps in plenty. Though know the Ghoul tore through a dozen and barely limps.”

He would be very unhappy if he knew they had nothing more than crossbows and the tools to set up primitive traps. Haeight was now worrying about the way they’d fight this horde.

The way they’d killed the skeletons would be futile this time. But without time…

They’d have to cut through trees and make deadfalls that would crush the undead, funnel them down a killzone. Branches to obstruct the undead—the Ghouls would come crashing through. Haeight thought the Mothbear would be the worst.

She had never killed a Ghoul that big. The Ghoul bear in Fiskren had been fast and strong…but if they focused on it with crossbows and shot its legs down, they could keep away from it. Put emergency exits in the treefall barricades, winnow the undead down—then collapse the trap on them.

Perfect. It would take a day of carefully preparing the trees, but Haeight was ready.

In the meantime, she realized Cara’s song had left her [Hunters] with enough energy to prepare food—and even begin setting up for the fight ahead.

“Ridine, have a [Hunter] teach the conscripts how to shoot their crossbows properly. Leave Hunter Cara—Conscript Hunter Cara—to rest.”

The [Singer] looked exhausted, but she touched her hat.

“I can practice.”

Her voice sounded like mixed gravel, but Haeight hesitated—then let Ridine show Cara personally how to load the crossbow. She had certainly earned her keep.

If she could charm the Ghoul with her voice…well, Haeight would assume she could not, but it was a wonderful option to have.

There was only one problem—and it was the fact that Yoitha and Rolare were both sitting up, feeling at their thighs, and looking back the way they’d come.

“We’re forty miles from Menorome! I didn’t plan on running here!”

The half-Elf was close to tearing at his hair. The Dwarf looked greatly amused.

“Well, why did you come? Cara’s singing—that was a real song. With real effects, like you wanted.”

“It was not—that’s not what I—”

“She’s not all talk, Rolare. Come now, I think anyone but the Grandfathers would be impressed by that. If we had known of her back home, I’d wager she’d have been hired to let the [Linehammers] smith with more energy and more fun. If she could shout over the roar of forges, that is. And if Master Pelt wouldn’t throw a hammer at her for making noise…”

Her face suddenly fell, and she stared down at her feet. From being tired yet happy, the Dwarf woman’s expression shifted into a level of depression that caught even Haeight off-guard. Rolare patted her on the shoulder.

“There. There.”

He was so unsupportive that Haeight walked over despite herself.

“Ah, Performers Rolare and Yoitha? The Fieldmaster has agreed to let you two stay. We can give you bedrolls, if nothing else, and whatever is in our pots. Doubtless, we will trade provisions with Shorehaven.”

They were a community that bordered one of the local rivers, so they had fish, at least. The Hunters had a number of choice niblets—they could at least pack leftovers from the [Royal Chef], and the villagers were trading for the fancy, if somewhat jostled, food with considerable enthusiasm.

“Ah, that’s good. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of your fighting. Rolare may be a so-called master, but I’m still a smit—a performer at heart.”

Yoitha smiled, coming back to herself. Rolare just tossed his head back, looking vaguely annoyed at her comment.

“I never claimed mastery. And with respect to the [Hunters], I will merely observe.”

“That—would not be wise, Performer Rolare. We cannot assure your safety.”

“Can anyone save myself?”

Cara certainly kept interesting company. Haeight saw the half-Elf turn and fix Yoitha with a stare.

“If you are not here to help, why did you come, Yoitha? Don’t you have your ridiculous ‘set of drums’ to finish?”

She waved an airy hand at him.

“They want for hides for the drums. I can forge the rest, but even I can’t do metal as fine as a sheet.”

Another huge sigh that seemed to take the soul out of her—but then she focused on Haeight.

“Ah, right. Why I came. I’ll be of more use than your bragging, Rolare. I noticed Huntress Haeight’s axes are shit. I mean…yes. May I see ‘em, Huntress?”

They just didn’t stop insulting her. Yoitha didn’t even seem apologetic. Haeight reluctantly showed her the hatchets. She had to admit, as Rolare stared at them and her—it looked bad.

Huge chips on the blade edge, but what remained was sharp enough to draw blood! Even so, the other [Hunters] gave Haeight looks that said they thought the injunction on not replacing the hatchets was insane.

The Fieldmaster was not getting happier, seeing Haeight’s weapons. Yoitha calmly examined both.

“Yep. Crap steel.”

“These are still fine blades, Miss Yoitha! They come from the Hunter’s Guild armories!”

Yoitha swung the blades around and then flipped one and caught it by the handle.

“…Well, they didn’t come from Deríthal-Vel. Or at least, the Deríthal-Vel of my time. They’re decently made, I suppose. Level 20 [Smith]. Mass-produced to be made and used…nine-tenths purity of steel if I’m a judge, but I was never…part of the smelting crew. Metal’s fatigued around the edges, which is why it’s chipped, but the rest of the blade is solid. Still. It’d split or snap if anyone over Level 40 swung it hard.”

Everything she said was true, or sounded true. But Haeight just blinked at her. How would she know? Besides, anyone Level 40 or higher was a Named-rank adventurer and had an enchanted blade.

“If you are done…”

Yoitha refused to turn the hatchets over to Haeight. She looked around.

“I know there’s a smith. Any village needs one. Beg pardon, Fieldmaster! Will you give me the honor of lending your smithy to me? I will pay for it, and it is just but two hours’ work at most! An hour’s likeliness.”

Fieldmaster Berrow looked like a man wondering if he were being pranked. He shot Haeight a glance as she followed, still wanting her axes back.

“We have been keeping it unlit because of the horde—it is mine. Are you a [Smith]…”

He hesitated, looking Yoitha up and down. It was a stereotype that Dwarves were all [Smiths]—but in Yoitha’s case, she handed him something. He nearly dropped it. A square bit of metal flashed, and he fumbled it—and the man turned pale.

“Is this—?”

“This is the metal I forge, and the best of it. I cannot offer it to you, as I have few ingots left. But if gold will not do…”

She reached for her pouch, but the man slowly handed the ingot back to her. Haeight stopped and stared because…

It was not silver the man held. The bar looked silver-ish, but it had a luster greater than even silver. It was lighter too, and even Rolare stared at it.

The bar of mithril, the magical metal beyond steel, rarely forged in this era, shone as Berrow whispered a reply.

“Th-the honor would be mine. If you would let me but watch. Master Yoitha, is it?”

“Kindness from one [Smith] to another.”

The smile Yoitha gave him never quite touched her eyes. Then she shook her head.

“—And I was no Master. I know what you must think, but that is no bravado. I never was, never will be. This is the most of what I can do, and the rest…”

She turned, and Cara looked up from loading her crossbow. Yoitha murmured.

“For a friend who’s teaching me a new path—I shall do her one favor.”

Then she turned to the forge. As Haeight stood there, staring at the bar of mithril that the Dwarf placed on the anvil next to the steel hatchets—a blaze suddenly arose.

A fire so great it forced the Hunter, Rolare, and Berrow back. Yoitha stood there as the forge-fires rose, and her eyes glowed with sadness. Cara walked over, slowly, as a [Singer] hearing a different song.

“…[I Stoked The Fires of Masters]. Nevermore. And I am still unworthy of the hammer. But I have no more pride left to lose. You need a blade, Huntress Haeight.”

Yoitha turned to the Huntress, and again, one of Cara’s friends nodded at the Singer. Then she picked up a hammer.

The anvil sang and the fires roared like a great voice of loss. The hammer rang and fell as Yoitha heated the mithril, then hammered it, heating the steel separately, then melding the two. Forging a spin and replacing the steel blade with a coating that gleamed. The hammer sang like an art so beautiful even haughty Rolare acknowledged it.

An art as broken as the dead bodies that shambled from the forest, drawn by the noise.

A passion as lost as the ruined face, clawed, an arrow hanging from rotten flesh, of the Mothbear that rose, decaying wings trailing dust, loping for the village as a warning bell rang.

——

The hatchets were still cooling when the undead attacked. Haeight looked up—and realized Yoitha’s hammering had drawn them to the village.

Too loud. You fool! She shouted as she grabbed one hatchet, and it burned her hand through the gloves.

“Careful! They’re not cooled! The edge is mithril, but it needs a minute. You hear me? One minute!”

Yoitha roared, then dashed into Berrow’s home as the villagers took cover. Their homes could withstand even a bear slamming into the doors—but Haeight espied an opportunity.

“Hunters, to the walls! Shoot the horde! Focus on the Ghouls!”

It wasn’t perfect, but they had Shorehaven’s walls with them! They weren’t collapsable, but most of the undead couldn’t even climb them!

Only a motivated Ghoul could in any short time, but the dogs racing around in silence, leaping, only got eight feet high. Incredible jumps given their size—but Ridine nailed one in the torso from the watchtower.

It didn’t fall, but they had a shooting gallery. The Corusdeer scraping its horns on the gate, the other Ghouls weren’t climbing, humanoid ones. They were easy pickings!

—That was, until Haeight remembered that Shorehaven claimed the horde had chased them from the fields time and time again. Even if the fields lay beyond the walls—they had bows. They were folk of Noelictus. Most regular undead they could handle.

But the Mothbear. The Mothbear was nine feet tall when it stood. Terrifying. Filled with rotten muscle, nigh-impossible to hack apart. Even the crossbow bolts couldn’t destroy it unless you shot it multiple times in the head from point-blank.

It still would have been nothing but for a target. Yet now, all the older Hunters’ warnings, Berrow—

All slammed home in a way Haeight had not put together, even when they’d told her to her face.

The bear jumped the walls.

It loped towards her, mouth open, and its ‘wings’, two huge insectile wings like a moth’s, spread as it accelerated. The Mothbear ignored two bolts that hit it in shoulder and leg. It tensed—

Then jumped fifteen straight feet over the walls and into the village.

Mothbears were freak hybrids of bear and moth. They had the ability to glide or jump high. Ghouls? Ghouls were stronger versions of the thing that had died.

This one landed like thunder in the middle of the village. It killed so fast that Yorkev’s head was hanging from its mouth before Haeight could finish shouting.

“Get to cover! Get to—”

She charged at the Mothbear, heart pounding. It reared up—swatted at her—

[Evasive Roll]!

She rolled under the slash, came up.

“[Mighty Swing]!”

Whether or not the axes had cooled enough—they bit deep with her Skill. She hacked through half of its flesh and into the bone in a single strike—the bear’s front right foreleg buckled.

Then it struck her with a claw, and she bounced off the ground before she rolled into one of the tents.

—Armor torn to bits. Bleeding—she couldn’t feel her right arm. Haeight got up and saw a [Novice Hunter] charge.

“Cover me!”

He swung a two-handed greatsword, and it bounced off the fur along the Mothbear’s back. It turned—and slashed a bloody trail through his body.

“Ikren!”

Loekr charged forwards with a spear, but Haeight knocked him aside.

“Fall back! Get to cover!”

Fighting the Ghoul hand-to-hand was suicide! She looked around and saw the homes were shut.

This was a killing field, and the Hunters were trapped with the Ghoul Bear! As if he knew it was going south, perhaps spying through peep-holes, Berrow shouted.

“Get it away and we’ll open the doors, Hunters!”

“Hunters—get to a house!”

Haeight charged forwards as the novices and conscripts scattered. The Ghoul Bear turned on her—and then froze as someone began to sing.

“Like an astronaut that’s scared of heights—”

Cara’s voice was strained as she tried to sing, crouched behind a half-Elf watching the bear with a wary expression. Rolare hadn’t hidden! And he had a long blade in his hands.

It had a single edge, a curious longsword variant—curved at the tip. And it was definitely steel. Haeight’s heart fell as the dead Mothbear turned to Cara. It froze—but the rotting glow in its eyes only flickered once. Then it charged at Cara.

“Oh shit!”

“To me, bear! [Whirlwind of Blades]!”

Haeight leapt on it from behind, and again, her axes bit impossibly deep into its flesh. But that meant she was carving into the bear.

And it was so big and dead that it barely reacted as she hacked off a chunk of flesh the size of her head. Her axes lodged again—and it shook itself, nearly tearing her blades out of her grip. Then it turned, and a paw knocked her flat.

She landed, blood running from her nose, unsure of which way was up.

I can’t die. I can’t—

She saw the Mothbear rising above her and rolled as it slammed down. It roared—then looked down and around as she tried to get up. Haeight staggered up as more bolts struck it in the face. She saw Ridine and Loekr had stayed to fight.

No. The Mothbear was surging towards her, and Cara was singing, singing again—but her voice was scratchy, and the flames she was trying to call out of the air barely burnt the bear, wet with fluids and blood.

“I see. It is a challenge. I take it back. Anyone would struggle against something so large.”

Someone spoke to Haeight’s side. The [Hunter] barely looked over—until she saw the Mothbear swerve towards another, closer target.

Then she saw Rolare, the half-Elf violinist, performer of the Synphasia Theatre, sheathe his blade at his side. He put a hand on the scabbard, another on the hilt of the sword, and leaned back. Almost as if he were staring at the sky, lazily balanced back on his heels.

“Rolare, get out of the way!”

Cara screamed. Haeight charged, trying to get the bear’s attention with a shout of her own—but it lunged, striking with a claw like quicksilver. A blow that had killed one [Hunter] already—

Rolare drew his sword as he stepped back, pivoting as it came out of his sheath. Like a perfect circle, the edge glittering under the faint Noelictus sun.

An arc of silver traced its way through the air, under the curve of the sun. A perfect mimicry of the curve of the sun. The blade passed through the bear’s slashing foreleg. The half-Elf dodged the slash, cut the paw in half—and his blade went straight through the bear’s neck and torso without slowing.

He nearly cut the bear in two! It went crashing down—and Rolare shook his blade, eyed the pristine metal, then produced a cloth to wipe at the invisible gore with a grimace.

“If my arms were longer, I would have cut the entire head apart.”

He stood over the bear as its head shifted, nearly falling off the body, held only by a third of flesh. The paw rolled over, and Haeight stared at it.

She saw bone, rotted internal flesh—a perfect cross-section as if cut by the world’s finest enchanted weapon.

Yet it was just a sword the half-Elf held. Haeight looked at him—the other [Hunters] stared, and Cara made a noise of disbelief, a choked sound in her throat.

Rolare seemed pleased by the attention. He bowed as he kept cleaning his sword.

“It was well that I came after Cara after all. I do not have time to always be there. Nor am I a [Warrior]. But I consider my debt paid.”

“Rolare—”

Doors were opening as the villagers looked out in disbelief, despite the horde at their walls. No one had ever heard of something like that. Even Haeight had never seen someone take down a Ghoul, let alone a Bear Ghoul in a single blow.

Was he some kind of [Hero]? A Gold, no, Named-rank adventurer? She was certain he wasn’t! His card wasn’t at the Adventurer’s Guild. So how—

Then she saw the bear stir and realized that Rolare had made the mistake of those who didn’t fight undead.

“Its head isn’t off! Get back!”

Rolare whirled, and his eyes went round as the Ghoul rose. It was stumbling, the magical connection damaged, but the head was trying to re-knit with the flesh. It tried to swipe at him and realized it had lost that paw. But it was still huge and lumbered at him, dragging itself forwards.

Haeight expected Rolare to swing the blade a second time and finish the bear. But the half-Elf backed up, and suddenly, he was fumbling, awkwardly trying to re-sheathe his blade.

“Wait. Wait, I—”

“Rolare! Finish it!”

Yoitha screamed at him from the door to Fieldmaster Berrow’s home. Ridine fired the crossbow into the Ghoul’s head again, but it just bit at the half-Elf. Yet he was suddenly stumbling.

“Slash its head off!”

Haeight hacked at the bear’s back—and it kicked her back with one leg. She stumbled, saw Rolare backing away. He turned to her, and his confidence was suddenly gone. He had his sword raised now, but he looked at her and said—

“I don’t know how.”

He tried to sheathe his sword—the bear reared up, and the half-Elf sat down. Haeight didn’t know what he meant. But she lifted a hatchet in one hand and screamed.

“[Axe Art: Recalling Throw]!”

Her aim was good. The mithril-tipped axe thunked into the bear’s back and went deep. Possibly, it even hit the spine. But the Ghoul barely flinched. It aimed at Rolare, to slam itself down on him—

Haeight felt something heavy in her hand. She stared at her glove, the one that had thrown her right hatchet. Heavy? Nothing was there, yet she swore she felt—

Haeight pulled with all her might—and the Ghoul-Bear overbalanced. It fell backwards with a roar as Haeight dragged her axe back—and the bear with it.

She’d pulled it off its feet! Haeight stared as her axe tore free at last—then she was shouting.

“[Hunters]! Rope it!”

It took them a second to realize what she meant. Loekr tore over to their tents and yanked the rope that was meant for pegs. He tossed one end beneath the bear’s hind-leg—Ridine seized it.

“Pull! Pull!”

She dragged, and then Cara was pulling, and the three pulled the leg out. Another [Novice Hunter] joined the three other conscripts, and they seized the other forepaw. The bear promptly yanked, and they were nearly dragged under it, but it only had three limbs—it was weakened and being pulled from multiple angles! It snapped at her weakly—and Hunter Haeight strode forwards and finished the job.

She brought her axes down like a woman splitting logs, hacking at the remaining chunk of flesh keeping its head attached. It bit at her, so close she could feel the powerful jaws snap.

Then the head literally flopped forwards, revealing its inner organs. The falling head nearly landed on Haeight as it tore clean off the body. The [Hunter] backed up, panting—and the Ghoul slumped. Haeight lowered her blades and called out.

“Crossbows! Finish the rest!”

Rolare was still standing there, finally having sheathed his blade. His hands were trembling—he looked at her and then vomited as the villagers cried out in shock. But the Hunters?

All of them, even Cara and the conscripts, were just loading crossbows, ascending the walls, and firing down at the undead. They didn’t rest until the bodies were dead and dismembered and burning.

Another imperfect battle. But they were alive. They were alive and…

Cara O’Sullivan stared at Rolare, who gave her a strange look, and both of them turned to gaze at Yoitha in silent amazement. Three strange workers of their own wonders and flaws.

No wonder they had become friends. No wonder…

Haeight leaned on the bear corpse she was trying to ignite with a torch. She grimaced as she lit the fat reserves on fire and then stepped away from it. She turned to the three performers of the Synphasia and had to ask—

“…Are all your performances like that? Because if so—I’ll visit next time I’m in the city.”

——

When they returned to Menorome, it was with three bodies. They had not won a bloodless victory.

But the city still turned upon them. Because there was a story running through Noelictus. It spread first from Shorehaven.

Of Hunters. There were always Hunters of Noelictus, but these were different. One of them sang.

“They killed a Ghoul Mothbear eleven feet tall with a single blow.”

“I heard they ran forty miles in a night to kill the dead. Shoved the King of Avel out of the way and into a ditch! Because he refused to yield the road!”

“No. Surely not. But I did hear they killed two hundred zombies! First the horde—then they cleared every undead until they reached Samal! In three days!”

Each rumor was completely wrong, of course, and when Haeight heard them, she found Cara. The [Singer] protested she had nothing to do with them. They were all relaxing on a day off after six days abroad.

Haeight didn’t buy it. She leaned over Cara, glaring as she rested against one wall. Even with the [Song of Rejuvenation] that Cara sang—running forty miles in a day was no easy feat.

They had done that.

“We have barely been in the city a day and the rumors are flying.”

“Well…Fieldmaster Berrow was very happy with us. He probably talked.”

“Why is the rumor in Menorome? And why do they have exaggerated versions of what we did? Fieldmaster Berrow didn’t know about the King of Avel. Only one of us did.”

Cara’s eyes slid sideways. She laughed, looking uncomfortable.

“Don’t just lean over me, Hunter Haeight. Jeeze, it’s like you want to kiss me or something.”

“What?”

Cara edged away as Haeight floundered a moment. Cara looked—different now she was back at the Guild. She had been serious, practically keeping up with the [Novice Hunters] step for step until they got back and she resumed her regular attitude.

Such as her evasiveness now. Cara gave Haeight an innocent look as she headed for the changing rooms.

“I don’t know anything about it. I’m a Conscripted Hunter, remember? I never left your squad. It’s probably just the power of rumors.”

Haeight folded her arms, stepped forwards, and blocked Cara. She looked down.

“—I see. And the fact that I heard Performer Yoitha whispering that last rumor as loudly as possible?”

Cara hesitated.

“…Coincidence?”

Haeight snorted.

“We are Hunters of Noelictus. We serve. We do not chase glory.”

“You don’t. I do. And Yoitha was just saying the truth. Or didn’t we kill two hundred damn zombies?”

Cara glared a second, and Haeight hesitated.

Well—that part was true.

——

“You left Shorehaven and killed eight roving undead bands. Without authorization. For four days. Upon…request from the local Hunter’s Guild and Fieldmaster Berrow?”

Desk Hunter Ikhoven looked like he was having trouble parsing the report. Withrel and Ceinra were eavesdropping as they pretended to fill out their own reports.

Hunter Haeight stood there.

“Yes, Hunter Ikhoven. We completed our task early, and the reports were as-yet unfiled until the Ghouls were dealt with. To prevent the Hunter’s Guild from wasting resources, my squad took down the zombies.”

“No one told you to do that! You were to report back as soon as you were done!”

“I was given six days for the task, Hunter Ikhoven. I have returned exactly as allocated.”

He turned red, then pale with anger. But Haeight had a slight smile, and she felt—good. Even with Cara’s song—no, because of it.

She had run harder, done more work, and yet she still felt ready to go. The [Novice Hunters] were celebrating and eating their fill upstairs with the conscripts.

Because they’d done something. No—because they’d done more than was expected.

When Berrow had mentioned the other undead, Haeight had realized what they should do. Had to do. It wasn’t hard to put down zombies when they had time. The Ghouls had been the most dangerous by far, and she’d had the time to teach the [Novice Hunters] how to position, even had them create a deadfall trap with a tree just so they knew how it was done.

Even the Conscript Hunters had pulled their weight. Cara especially. Her songs had helped disorient the undead, turn them against each other, and kept everyone energized.

Not to mention the fact that even though Yoitha and Rolare had left after the first day, their presence had been of considerable help.

“A half-Elf who slew the Ghoul in your place—with a single slash—and a chance Dwarf who upgraded your axes with mithril? Is this a fairytale?”

“I don’t know, Hunter Ikhoven. But she did that.”

When she showed him the axes with the new mithril spine and blades, Ikhoven’s eyes popped.

“You aren’t permitted to wield mithril! This is—how did—?”

“Conscript Hunter Cara has friends of unusual talents, Hunter Ikhoven.”

He turned his gaze to Cara, and the [Singer] stood tall and gave him an actual salute.

“Conscript Hunter Cara, Hunter Ikhoven! I regret that my friends disturbed the hunt—it will not happen again. I have employed my Skills to the best use in service of the Guild!”

Dead gods, she even sounded like a [Hunter]. Withrel was trying not to laugh—and Haeight was smiling at all of it until someone spoke behind her.

“A Conscript Hunter who does more than a regular. How very funny.”

Guildmistress Deilfec could make even Haeight’s biggest smile vanish. Ikhoven turned with great relief.

“Guildmistress—”

“I read it.”

She was standing behind Haeight, and the piece of paper was in Ikhoven’s hands, but somehow, the woman had read it—reversed and through the paper. Cara jumped.

“Who are—?”

“I am Deilfec. Guildmistress. You are the one who offended Her Majesty. A singer of the dead. Huntress Haeight has also taken initiatives on her own accord.”

Haeight squeezed her eyes shut as her heart sank. She had worried this would happen—and Ikhoven showed Deilfec the report.

“Guildmistress, she has mithril blades—”

“Recently forged. I see them. Well. Well. How very good of Huntress Haeight. Menorome and the Haven Province abuzz with her squad’s fine deeds.”

Deilfec’s voice was not actually sinister…it barely changed. But her wide, wide gaze stared at Cara, Haeight—and then she smiled.

It looked like a corpse smiling at them. Haeight shuddered and braced—but Deilfec nodded.

“Assign her squad to another task at once. Stop wasting time, Ikhoven.”

“Guildmistress? But—what about the blades? The half-Elf?”

Deilfec paused, and this time, the Desk Hunter flinched as she stared at him and narrowed her eyes a second. A hole appeared in the paper—and his cheek turned red, a splotch of pain.

“If Huntress Haeight reduces the work of our Veteran Hunters and complaints on top of her duties, there is…what problem? Citizens, adventurers, have always been permitted to do the work of our guild so long as they do not exacerbate the problem. As for her blades, they may last longer so we do not bear the cost of replacing them, as Huntress Pictirm was concerned by. There is no problem. Get back to work. And let the [Singer] sing, if it delights.”

The Guildmaster glanced at Cara briefly.

“So long as we have a showy, attractive face of the Hunter’s Guild to distract and delight—let her sing and dance. How useful.”

She walked on, and Haeight exhaled slowly. Ikhoven, flustered, yanked the first piece of paper out that he found. And Cara? She eyed Deilfec, then smiled at Haeight and winked.

“You have me for another three weeks, Huntress Haeight. What’s the next job?”

That was the beginning of a strange story. The first cause for Haeight to smile and Duchess Greina to laugh when she heard of it. A strange story of singing Hunters of Noelictus. Of a squad, as the rumors told it, led by Cara, one of the performers of the Synphasia. A group that took down undead where the rest of the Hunters of Noelictus dragged their heels, who never tired, who could turn undead against each other, and who were…doing their jobs, just like you wanted them to. Better, in fact.

That was the story for a month in the capital of Menorome. But the rumors were never totally correct.

——

Synergy, they called it. It meant two things working together well. In this case, it was Cara’s songs and the [Hunters] fighting the dead.

“I’ve heard of [Bards] fighting alongside adventurers, but never a [Singer]. It’s almost as if her music was made to slay the dead.”

That was what Withrel said after seeing Haeight’s hunting team fight in person. Cara stood with her battered Hunter’s hat thrown back on her head, singing as a rank of zombies turned on themselves.

Around her, Conscript Hunters like Choirene shot from the hip next to the [Novice Hunters] cutting down any zombies who got close to them. Haeight and Withrel lined up their shots. His bow, recently enchanted, pierced the eye of one of the two hulking, bloated figures smashing zombies down, slowly trying to push forwards. But Haeight’s axe was dragging one back, and they were slow.

Not Draugr, the strong, fast, and tough Greater Undead—these were just oversized zombies. Bloatflesh Zombies was the technical term. Tougher, bigger variants that were one in ten thousand, usually.

Just like ‘Thickmarrow Skeletons’, a nickname for the type that had reinforced bones and needed sledgehammers to break into bits. One was eight feet tall and had arms that could crush a [Hunter]’s head—

If they got close. But Cara’s zombies kept distracting the stupid zombies, and they focused on crushing their former allies. They swung their arms around, knocking their own horde around as well as Cara’s undead…and seemed puzzled when they realized they were alone, the [Hunters] putting down the rest of the zombies, falling back and continuing to pepper them with crossbow bolts.

Withrel had to shoot both through the head eight times before they fell. Haeight could have used her mithril-edged axes—but prudence was safety so she just stuck to [Recalling Throw] and her crossbow. Withrel lowered his bow afterwards, shaking his head in astonishment.

“That was—incredibly tidy. I would have been concerned about constantly repositioning with my team. Bloatflesh Zombies can belch poisonous gas and fluids. These ones never even tried.”

“Too busy killing the ‘enemy’ undead. Skeletons are smarter. They go for Cara.”

“Interesting. I wonder why we stopped using [Necromancers]. Or [Bards], for that matter. Though, I suppose this isn’t a job most [Bards] would enjoy. Singing to the dead.”

Cara was exhaling after the fight was done and reloading her crossbow. She was being slapped on the back, and she tipped her hat back, then shrugged off the hands.

“If you want to thank me, don’t make me hack up the corpses. Any takers? I thought not. Bastards.”

But she was already drawing an axe and trudging over to the corpses to hack them up. And again—Withrel raised his brows.

Even some of the [Novice Hunters] under his command were hesitant to dismember corpses the first time. Withrel had also been appointed a squad, and his [Hunters] were sharp…he hadn’t been given Conscript Hunters like Haeight.

However, it was Haeight’s squad, sixteen strong and over half made up of Conscript Hunters, who had left their hunt to assist his team. They had put down a small nest of actual monsters—Carrionpillars, oversized caterpillars that ate corpses and mutated into horrific adult forms—before marching sixteen miles to Withrel.

All in a single day. And the Conscript Hunters were moving as fast as the novices. Some were clearly reluctant, but they were quickly becoming as good as…well…

Any regular [Hunter] in Fiskren. Haeight hated to say it, but Choirene, the [Trader] who’d been about to turn and run just at the sight of a cliff, could now hack a zombie’s head off without blinking and shoot quite well even with the undead coming at her.

It was battle experience. Hunter Aishe and the common-sense, no-risks strategy of Fiskren’s Hunters meant they were seldom in danger. But there was nothing, nothing that told you how to swing an axe hard and fast like fighting a zombie biting at your arm.

The same with levels. Choirene was a Level 8 [Sentenced Hunter], and she had Skills now. One of which was [See Death Magic]. She held out a hand as Cara raised her axe.

“Wait a second. That one’s getting back up—”

Half the [Hunters] discharged their crossbows point-blank, and the zombie that had been playing ‘dead’ jerked and died for good. Withrel and Haeight shook their heads, trying not to smile.

“Rookies, don’t waste your crossbow bolts! Just axe it next time.”

Withrel shouted. Haeight murmured, hiding a smile.

“At least they’re vigilant.”

Her friend turned to her, brows so high they vanished into his hat.

“Vigilant? They’re sharp! I have to confess, I wondered whether your squad was pulling its weight, Haeight. So many Conscript Hunters…they normally don’t last long. But you have—four [Novice Hunters]?”

“I had seven, but they were replaced by Conscript Hunters. The rest are just to make sure the others don’t run or steal something. Marvekh’s been giving us batches of hunts to complete, not just one.”

Again, Withrel shook his head. Haeight’s team was setting to the destruction of the undead with a will. He muttered as he glanced at her.

“Normally, I’d be exhausted, even if I didn’t take a single wound. Hacking up this many corpses or lighting them all is a day’s work if you get oil—and they don’t give us oil. How do you burn this lot?”

“Cara.”

“Ridiculous. What’s her level?”

The [Singer] was humming as the zombies were dismantled, and someone dropped dry tinder down. Snow was beginning to fall, and the dark skies were getting darker—winter was coming.

“No Winter Sprites yet, but it’s cold. Are those…sparks?”

Withrel noticed Cara’s humming was producing flames at last. He turned to Haeight, and she nodded.

There was no need for flint—the flames the [Singer] conjured were hot and plentiful. They ignited the zombies, landing on ruined clothing, igniting their fat, or eating at the tinder until they were hot enough to begin consuming the desiccated flesh.

She was so useful. And Cara’s attitude had also changed. She was helping set up camp the moment after the blaze began, patting down the horses who were restless from the fighting, and even washing her hands before pouring dried beans into a pot to cook.

She looked like a [Hunter]. She even fought like one, shooting her crossbow while singing. It almost seemed like she forgot she was actually a performer at the Synphasia—

Until Haeight talked to her. Then Cara would blink, give her a sardonic smile, and start complaining.

“How many more undead do we have to kill, Hunter Haeight?”

“Two more today. A group of roamers that might be Ghouls—Hunter Ridine, take Loekr and three more and scout it out. If you think you can take them, do it. The rest of us are fighting a Bone Horror.”

Withrel stopped, chewing on a piece of baked sweet Ashwheat bread from Menorome’s stores.

“A Bone Horror? Today? Your team doesn’t stop! You go everywhere and with those songs to give you power…no wonder they’re calling you the Singing Hunters of Menorome.”

“That’s Huntsong to you. Er, Hunter Withrel!”

Cara shot back. She smiled hugely—until Haeight cuffed her on the back of the head.

“Stop calling us that. I’m serious.”

——

Huntsong. It was a flashy name, and Cara had come up with it when she wasn’t pulling her weight as a [Hunter].

After another week, they had earned a reputation as a group that marched fast, put down undead even faster—and did it all with the power of song.

That was an exaggeration, of course, but there was something about seeing a group of [Hunters], the silent, dour figures in their black armor about their grisly task—singing—that provoked the imagination.

Two weeks. Eighteen hunts. That was more than one a day. It was the same pace that Haeight knew well, one that could burn you out.

And yet, she didn’t feel burnt. If anything, she woke up with a crick in her neck, a groove in her back from where she’d lain on a rock, and arms aching from hauling bones apart and smashing them on rocks from killing the Bone Horror.

Back in Fiskren, she would have demanded a break, if only to maintain peak performance. But the Level 28 [Close-Quarters Hunter] got out of bed, and even before the tea had finished brewing in the pot—she heard a hum and then a song.

It felt like her weariness faded away. Cara sat in the center of the camp, working on a song. She was humming, making Ridine clap out a very fast beat.

“No, faster. Like this. I thought [Hunters] were supposed to be fast with their hands.”

“In a fight! Do you want me to clap my hands off?”

“Well, that’s why Choirene is clapping too. Okay, normally I’d have accompaniment. [Lesser Illusion]—”

And then a drum was playing with some other instruments, a catchy song. Haeight listened along with the other [Hunters].

“I just need to—alter the lyrics. Uh, does anyone know a recent, major war that everyone would know about? Something that your parents or grandparents would have survived? The biggest war that everyone would know about.”

“Can’t think of one, Cara?”

The [Singer] tossed her head.

“Are you going to ask smartass questions, Ridine?”

She was surprisingly uninformed about many things, although her musical knowledge seemed to have no end. She was a fast learner, though, and someone suggested—

“What about the Creler Wars? That’s the most famous war.”

“Wasn’t that six thousand years ago?”

“Oh, right. You want recent. The King of Destruction’s wars? The Antinium Wars? Though no one in Terandria fought the first one. But plenty went to kill the Goblin King. There haven’t been many major wars in Terandria. Ailendamus’ conquests, but no one in Noelictus fought that.”

“An-ti-ni-um. Too many syllables. Forget it. The Goblin King…that can work. Let’s see. Does anyone know what a ‘fireman’ is?”

The [Hunters] shook their heads. Haeight sat down as someone fried up some eggs.

“Do you mean a man on fire? An [Elementalist] of some kind? A [Mage]?”

“Nope. Well, I can change that. ‘Adventurer’. That’ll do. Okay, how are these lyrics for you?”

Cara finished writing on a scrap of paper she’d found somewhere, then she had the two [Hunters] resume their clapping. Then the song began again. Cara waited for a beat—then she began to sing.

“My~ grandpa fought the Goblin King! He was such a noble dude. I can’t even finish school. Missed my mom and left too soon. My dad was an adventurer. Who fought monsters so violent—I think I bored my therapist while playing him my violin.”

The [Hunter] took a second to listen, then Haeight grinned. It was a silly song, and Cara broke off after the second verse.

“Oh, dead gods, that’s so insane. Oh, dead gods, that’s such a shame! Next to them, my shit don’t feel so grand. But I can’t help myself from feeling bad—I kinda feel like two things can be sad! How’s that? Like it?”

“It’s so vulgar. Do you have to curse?”

Cara threw up her hands as Choirene complained. She got up in outrage as the [Hunters] began to pack up the camp.

“Unbelievable. We hack up corpses every day, but you all wince when I say ‘shit’. Nevermind that. If it’s a hit in the Synphasia, it doesn’t matter.”

“You want to sing that in front of paying guests?”

“It’s hilarious. And I have the perfect violinist for it.”

Cara smiled evilly, and Haeight knew exactly who she meant. Despite herself, the [Hunter] tried not to smile. Cara turned to her.

“How about the lyrics? Did you understand everything?”

Haeight hesitated.

“Almost. But what’s a ‘therapist’?”

“Argh!”

The [Singer] pulled at her hair and groaned.

“I knew that wasn’t going to fly. And ‘monsters’ is two syllables and doesn’t fit. I can adapt, I’ll work on it. Hey, Choirene. Help me pull down the tents.”

Then she was rushing around the camp, doing her job, but her mouth kept going, improvising lyrics, and within ten minutes, she was demoing another version of the World’s Smallest Violin for the team to listen to.

She never stopped. She never shut up, if you wanted to be uncharitable, but Haeight had nothing bad to say.

It felt like Cara was giving off energy. She would jog along next to the horses instead of riding, singing until she almost passed out from trying to breathe and orate at the same time, badger Haeight for answers and techniques on hunting, and call out to half the people on the road.

——

That kind of energy had to run out sometime. And sure enough, after they put down a horde of undead mice who half-covered poor Ridine before they managed to rescue her, Cara had to lie down.

She smashed an undead mouse that they’d missed—and stared at the gore on her hands. Cara shuddered, turned pale, and then lay down on the ground. Her throat was once again shot—

“You don’t like mice at all, huh?”

“I have trauma.”

Haeight squatted down. Cara lay there, panting, her voice worn. She looked exhausted, but she raised her head.

“I’ll get up and help. Just give me…five seconds. Please?”

Haeight glanced at the other [Hunters]. None of them were complaining Cara wasn’t helping right away. She’d been singing all day, giving them energy to move.

It felt like she pulled it out of her boots—there was no way one woman could give over a dozen that much energy. Almost as if she made it from nothing. Right now, Cara looked dead-tired. Haeight felt like she was staring in a mirror, but Cara was already trying to sit up.

“What keeps you going, Cara?”

“What do you mean? I’ve got to do my part. I’m still a Conscript Hunter for two more weeks.”

Cara shook her head. In response, Haeight tipped her hat up and gave Cara a skeptical glance. The white-haired [Hunter] slowly glanced at Choirene and the others.

“Most Conscript Hunters are lazy, disobedient, and don’t try half as hard as you. But the others are keeping up, even talking about enlisting. That’s not because of me. I’ve never seen anyone trying so hard.”

The [Singer] avoided Haeight’s look. She cleaned her gloves on the ground as she spoke.

“Well—maybe I respect what you do, a bit. A lot. I’ve seen what undead can do, and I didn’t realize your jobs were this hard. I thought, when I saw the indulgences at the capital, that all the [Hunters] were lazy, inept, and corrupt. But you and the younger [Hunters] are working like hell. It makes me want to try and keep up. Even if I’m just pretending. It’s all an act, you know. A lie. I lie constantly.”

“Mhm.”

“I do!”

Cara got to her feet, indignant. She pointed at Haeight.

“I lie about everything.”

“You’re still levelling in a [Singer]. That means you’re trying hard. What are you, Level 27? Levelling twice in one month like that is fast. You can’t lie about your levels. You’re working hard.”

Haeight teased Cara, and the [Singer] stomped over to help toss mice into a pile for burning. Only when one tried to bite her glove and she threw it away with a shout did she turn to Haeight.

“You say that—but I managed to lie to Marvekh, even with your truth stones.”

“Impossible.”

Haeight paused, hands full of dead rodents. There was no way Cara could lie to a truth stone, right? Then again, she recalled the [Guardsman]. Haeight saw the [Singer] wink and smile suddenly.

“Oh, Hunter Haeight. You keep asking me whether I’ve levelled as a [Singer] and what Skills I got. But you forget. I’m also an [Actor]. I get credit for playing the role of a [Hunter], you know. Like I said—fake.”

She pointed her thumbs at her chest and smiled as Haeight blinked at her. The [Singer] took a bow and looked like she really thought she had them fooled. The rest of the [Hunters] looked at each other.

“Sure. Fake.”

Ridine smiled as a mouse climbed up her arm and tried to bite her on the ear. And Haeight laughed for the first time in months.

——

After three weeks, when Huntsong returned to Menorome, they were carrying a trophy. A giant serpent’s skull, complete with the fangs. A viper of tremendous size had been spotted slithering up from Avel. A living being—and rather than let it predate and then die, the [Hunters] had taken it out.

Haeight was glad they’d gotten to it. This was the kind of preventative hunting that the capital seldom did. But the skull of the giant snake was so large it was over half as tall as Haeight—the huge beast had been impossible to burn. They’d had to call in an entire town to gut it for snake-meat, and the entire snake had been thirty feet long.

Killing it had involved Haeight slashing it until it bled out; crossbow bolts had been virtually useless. Her axe had bit through the scales, and the snake had been deadly even in its last moments—striking with such strength and force that it had knocked down several trees they’d boxed it in with. Even when they’d collapsed one on it, it had just pushed the tree off it.

But they’d avoided having to dodge it with a clever solution—Cara had found a pack of zombies and used them as ‘cannon fodder’ as she called it. The snake had been so busy killing the zombies that it had barely paid attention to Haeight until it was too late.

When they’d reported the kill to the local Hunter’s Guild, they’d received an order from the palace that someone wanted the snake’s head as a curio. So—they’d had to haul the damn thing all the way back.

It was still something to come marching through the gates and have people scream or treat this like another attraction. The [Hunters] tried to keep a straight face as the citizens pointed at them.

“It’s Huntsong! And there’s the Singer, Cara.”

“Who leads them?”

“Hunter Haeight, I think. From the province of Fiskren. I’ve heard she and Duchess Greina grew up together. No wonder her team’s doing more work than half the Hunter’s Guild by itself.”

Haeight tried not to blush, but she feared her face was hot. And Cara was strutting along in her armor, humming so loud that everyone could hear it. Little lights, like bubbles of color, drifted off behind her. Children looked up and grabbed for them.

This was Huntsong. Talk of the city, and Haeight was smiling—

—Right up until they got to the Hunter’s Guild, of course.

——

The [Hunters] were putting down the giant snake skull, and Marvekh was inspecting it. He whistled.

“Imagine this thing turning into a zombie or Ghoul. I wondered why you were going snake-hunting, Haeight. It’s another notch on your team’s hats. Though the local Adventurer’s Guild is complaining you took their work.”

“I didn’t see any of them leaping at the chance to kill it for free.”

Haeight retorted, and the Desk Hunter smiled.

“Sure enough, but they’d prefer if it rampaged long enough for someone to post a bounty on it. Nevermind them. The skull is going straight to the palace itself, you know. I believe Prince Seratoito himself was taken with it and wanted to display it.”

Cara grimaced at the name, but Haeight just shrugged.

“Carrying it this far wasn’t fun—but it would have been a pain to break it into pieces. Anyone who wants it is welcome. Do you have more work for us?”

“Don’t you need a rest?”

Even Marvekh was slightly taken aback by the readiness in Haeight’s tone. Yet the [Hunter] only smiled.

“No one here needs an indulgence. We’re on a roll—we might as well keep going. Oh, and for your file, I hit Level 29 killing the snake. My latest Skill is [Reinforced Armor].”

Marvekh whistled, and Huntsong crowded around, eager to tell him their levels. Not a one hadn’t levelled up, and Marvekh looked at Haeight.

“You’re one level away from reaching Level 30, Haeight. That will qualify you for Veteran Hunter. Your star won’t stop rising!”

This time, she had to smile—until, again, a voice came down from the second floor. Haeight’s back prickled, and an annoyed woman sat up from where she’d been napping.

Huntress Pictirm glared down at Haeight.

“There she is. I think I’ve heard that name a hundred times as I’ve been trying to sleep. Even in the Sleeping Parlors. Level 30? She’s not even close to Veteran Hunter, Marvekh. Haeight just got lucky with her pet [Singer]. Watch your tongue.”

She snapped down from the second floor, and Haeight deliberately didn’t meet her eyes as Marvekh apologized.

“I’m sorry, Huntress Pictirm. I just meant that Huntsong is well-spoken of.”

“They’re a credit to the Hunter’s Guild. A bunch of rookies taking down overgrown snakes and making a scene. Guildmistress Deilfec tolerates it because it makes us look good. But don’t confuse that with respect.”

Ridine, Loekr, the Conscript Hunters and Novice Hunters didn’t look up. They went about filling out their individual reports, good cheer suddenly lost. Cara glanced up and whispered as she glared at Pictirm.

“Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed. Yeow!”

She grabbed at her gloved hand, and Haeight saw a toothpick was lodged in the glove. Cara yanked it out with an oath, and Haeight whirled.

Pictirm stared down at her, a cold, heavy-lidded stare, daring Haeight to say something. Marvekh was the one who broke in urgently.

“We—do have work for your team, Haeight. But I don’t know if it’s something Huntsong should handle.”

“What is it?”

Haeight turned, and Marvekh hesitated.

“Draugr.”

Pictirm had been about to lie down, but she sat up again. Cara’s head turned, and Haeight’s heart skipped a beat.

Draugr were Greater Undead. They could carve through ordinary [Soldiers], charge into pikes and even kill [Knights] with nothing but brute strength, and their bodies were tough, almost pure muscle.

Natural Draugr were hellishly strong, but also fast and tough. They were as strong as Crypt Lords, but almost as fast as a Ghoul, and as tough as the snake or Mothbear Ghoul that Haeight had fought.

“We…how many of them are there?”

“Three.”

“Three?”

Haeight’s heart sank. One she could imagine trapping and shooting down, but three—she looked at Cara, but the [Singer] couldn’t control Ghouls reliably. There was no way she’d be able to turn a Draugr on another.

“Are there regular zombies around? We could use Cara to distract them—”

“Marvekh, enough. The junior [Hunters] can’t take down a Draugr, much less three. Forwards it to Deilfec. If we have time, one of the Veteran Hunters will do it.”

Marvekh hesitated as Pictirm called down from above. He looked at her.

“—The Draugr are approaching a village.”

Pictirm’s head came up for a second. And Haeight was thinking the same thing all the [Hunters] knew.

No house was proof against Draugr. They were just too strong. The villages that could hide from a Ghoul Bear and only risk starvation or the mental torment of undead scratching at their walls—

Cara was staring at Haeight. But Haeight was wavering, not sure if they could do it. Marvekh was calling up to Pictirm carefully.

“I’m sure the Guildmistress is aware—the warning came in this morning.”

“Then she’ll assign someone to the case.”

“What about you, Hunter Pictirm? Could you go?”

It was the most daring Marvekh had ever been to a Veteran Hunter. The woman paused—and she looked down as her pupils constricted to pinpoints. Pictirm replied very slowly, and coldly, after a second.

“—I might be needed here. You do not have the authority to give Veteran Hunters instructions, Marvekh.”

“No, Huntress Pictirm—but someone has to go.”

“Deilfec will deal with it. She’ll be back from the palace by tonight. Drop. It. Marvekh.”

This time, the [Hunter] indulging in sloth was clearly getting angry. Haeight saw Marvekh lower his head, but Haeight just reached for the clipboard.

“Where is it? We could at least check it out and maybe prepare traps to slow them—”

“Haeight! I will shoot you through the legs. Are you going to tell me you know how to hunt Draugr?”

Pictirm leapt to her feet in a rage, and her crossbow appeared in her hands. Cara ducked behind one of the desks, and Haeight stared up at her.

You coward. There were Draugr bearing down on a village and Pictirm wanted to wait? She wasn’t rushing out the door? Haeight’s hand crept towards the hatchet on her belt. Pictirm’s pupils were huge, and they were getting wider, practically filling the whites of her eyes. Marvekh was tensed, and the guild was silent. It felt like something was about to spew forth from Haeight’s mouth—

Before it could come out, a hand grabbed Pictirm’s arm. She swung around so fast Haeight barely saw the move, knife out—

A hand grabbed her knife-hand. Then, the second [Hunter] twisted—and threw Pictirm.

She spun, but still kept hold of her crossbow as she lost the knife. She landed, stumbling, snarled as she tore the crossbow loose—and aimed it at the strange [Hunter] that Haeight had never seen before. He raised his hands and stepped back.

“I knew things hadn’t changed in the Hunter’s Guild, but shouting at new [Hunters] is low, Pictirm. At least you haven’t slowed down even with your indulgence of sloth.”

“Tagil!”

The Hunter’s smile never wavered as the crossbow aimed straight at his face. Haeight stared up and realized—he was another Veteran Hunter.

Yet she swore she’d never seen him. From another Guild? He was clearly one of the guild’s finest, though, because his attire was distinctly non-standard. His black gloves and armor seemed to be made from some kind of insect’s chitinous scales rather than regular cloth. The armor might have been glossy—but it was covered with a tar-like substance that kept it from shining.

He had two thin and long swords on his left side—criss-crossed blades, rather than one on either side. Strange—and though he did carry a standard-issue crossbow, he’d thrown Pictirm with a single touch.

Hunter Tagil had black-and-white hair. Not from mere age; it seemed like salt had blown across his black hair and stayed there. He also had a patchwork of pock-mark scars on his cheek—and when he smiled, they stretched.

Pictirm’s snarl and her pointing crossbow didn’t phase him one bit. But that was possibly because another [Hunter] was aiming a bow straight at Pictirm’s leg.

“Enough, Pictirm. We didn’t come here for a quarrel. Stop waving around that crossbow. You don’t aim at anything you don’t want to shoot. I don’t care if you can turn the bolt in midair. That’s basic crossbow discipline.”

“Going to knee-cap me, then? Sylind?”

The other [Hunter] shrugged.

“Better than you shooting Tagil through the chest.”

She was a half-Elf! Haeight traded glances with Marvekh, and his eyes were wide. Pictirm lowered the crossbow with an oath.

“You want to stand off? Fine. This is pointless.”

“Not pointless. We came back for a debriefing with Deilfec, but if she’s busy at the palace…we’ll take the Draugr on.”

“You’ll what?”

Pictirm looked up, but Tagil just hopped the railing. So did the half-Elf, Sylind. They landed lightly, and he nodded.

“Location? Let’s take the rookies, Sylind.”

“Only if they can keep up.”

“Give them horses and you can Skill them. Location, Hunter?”

Marvekh was staring at them. Tagil just snatched the sheet, read from it, and grimaced.

“Sixty-four miles. That’s far. If the other Guilds had enough Veteran Hunters—”

“We can make it. [Deepwoods Gallop] will take us through Seltreskie Forest, and then we cut through Ashheart. I’ll get the horses. You tell Raim we’ll be delayed.”

“Done.”

The two [Hunters] conferred so fast that Haeight was still staring up at Pictirm when Tagil handed the paperwork back to Marvekh. She was glaring down at them in a familiar way, and several other Veteran Hunters were giving Tagil odd looks.

Not angry—no. Only Pictirm was angry at him and the half-Elf striding for the stables. Rather, they had a kind of forlorn look. An odd respect maybe? It was almost like distant cousins meeting. Tagil did not fit in the Hunter’s Guild. Indeed, when he turned and looked at Haeight—

“Get mounted, Hunter Haeight. Your team—Huntsong—might as well tag along and see someone kill a Draugr. Unless you’ve seen any?”

“N-no, Hunter Tagil. I’ve never fought one.”

He smiled again, and his scars stretched taut.

“Then come along. I want you mounted in five. Move. The Draugr are bearing down on a village.”

Huntsong hesitated. Cara poked her head up, staring at him. Tagil looked around, then he shouted into the Guild, a roar to set Haeight’s heart aflame.

“What are you standing around for? I said move! Run, Hunters!”

And they ran. Novice Hunters, conscripts, and Haeight as Tagil strode out the doors. Only then did Haeight glance at his side as he beat her to the door and realized the twin-blades at his side weren’t two swords after all.

They were the oddest weapon in the world. It was two blades attached with a single pivot-point at the handles.

She had never seen blades shaped like…scissors?

——

Tagil and the half-Elf, Sylind, were on their horses and waiting for Huntsong. There was no one on foot; the Guild had turned over the best horses it had without question.

Whomever Tagil was, he had the same rank as a senior Veteran Hunter, and he clicked his tongue.

“Slow.”

“Don’t be mean. They’re used to the way the Guild works. Follow me, rookies. We ride!”

Sylind kicked her horse into motion. It was a strange horse with pale, translucent hooves that glowed. In fact, they left a trail of glowing hoofprints that faded after a few seconds.

And it ran like a gale. It was a magical horse—one of the rare varieties. She was a half-Elf—they were decently common in parts of Terandria, but the long-lived descendants of the mythical Elves were not common in Noelictus.

Haeight had never heard of one being a [Hunter]. Similarly, Tagil was Human—but he was so mobile.

“Clear the road! We’re on the hunt! Draugr die this day!”

He howled, and the citizens of Menorome saw the [Hunters] riding at them and scattered like the wind. They were galloping out of the gates even as Haeight tried to make sure her entire squad was after her.

“Haeight! Who are they? They’re not like the other Veterans!”

Cara shouted at Haeight, looking as mystified as everyone else. She had long-since caught onto how the capital’s guild worked—but Haeight didn’t know.

It was Loekr who had an answer. The young [Novice Hunter] had done administrative tasks for a long time before being allowed to go on hunts, and he caught up to the two and called out.

“I know! I’ve seen their names before—they’re Foreign Hunters! The ones who hunt outside Noelictus!”

Suddenly, it clicked with Haeight. She stared at Tagil and Sylind. Of course! Foreign Hunters!

There were [Hunters] of Noelictus who took on duties far outside their nation’s borders. They roamed, killing Crelers or other monsters. In fact, there were even Demon Hunters who went to the continent people called hell, Rhir, and fought against the Demon King’s minions in that great, endless conflict.

Tagil and Sylind were clearly familiar with the Hunter’s Guild—and yet, also completely separate. The way they’d leapt into action at the drop of a hat proved that.

And they were certainly high-level. The instant they left the city, Tagil aimed them west. Straight at the nearest forest.

“Push the horses and follow us. We’re heading to the village of Attermast.”

“Hunter Tagil, you’re going the wrong way! Attermast is northeast!”

Haeight called out instantly. The [Hunter] looked back and nodded.

“That’s right—but the forest Sylind needs is here. Follow us in—”

He galloped for the forest nearest to the capital, and the bewildered [Hunters] followed.

——

It took them a while to get to Seltreskie Forest, the capital’s royal forest reserved for noble hunting and limited logging. Nearly an hour, in fact, and it took them away from the village that was sixty-four miles away.

However, Haeight was willing to trust the two Hunters—even at top-speed, her team would still take at least two days to travel that far with Cara’s songs.

The instant they hit the pale white trees and trotted into the ground filled with leaves falling in the last phase of autumn, Sylind held up a hand.

“Alright, rookies. Stay together and follow me. If any of you think your horse is about to slow or you get far away, shout and I’ll stop. Do not stray beyond thirty feet of me—or you’ll be lost by my Skill. If that happens, just make your way out of the forest and re-orient yourself and head back to the capital. Understood?”

They all nodded, slightly bewildered. Sylind pointed ahead and closed her eyes.

“Let’s see. Northeast? I know this forest…ah, I think I sense Ashheart. How large is it?”

Tagil was sitting tall but relaxed on his own horse, less flashy than her magical horse with its sunrise mane and chestnut brown fur, but a powerful stallion nevertheless.

“Small. Long and narrow from the maps and memory.”

“What trees? Mostly pines? Some walnut-bearing variants?”

Tagil shrugged.

“Sylind. I have no idea. That sounds right.”

The half-Elf exhaled and glared at him.

“If I’m wrong—”

“There are no other forests in that direction that you can hop to. Let’s go.”

She fixed him with an annoyed gaze, but then Sylind murmured.

“Very well. [Deepwoods Gallop]. To me, Hunters! Don’t fall behind!”

She started them at a trot, then broke into a gallop again. The trees and the foliage around Haeight—blurred—

Then they were racing along a forest path, trees rushing past them by the hundred. Haeight felt the wind blast her face, and her horse whinnied. And she realized they were racing through the forest.

What level of Skill was this? The other [Hunters] cried out in amazement, and Tagil turned and cursed.

“We lost one already.”

“Loekr!”

Ridine almost slowed; the [Novice Hunter] had been trying to urge his horse forwards, but the Skill had spooked his mount. Then he’d vanished as soon as Sylind got thirty feet from him.

“Don’t stop. He’s just standing in the forest we left. We can’t go back; Sylind’s Skill will wear out, and we’re already a mile from him. Keep together. You’re not playing games, [Hunters]! One mistake and you get hurt! When you slay Draugr, it’s life-or-death even at our level! Remember this. You ride with Level 40 [Hunters]. Sylind is a [Deepforest Huntress]. I am a [Veteran Witch Hunter], Tagil. We fight outside Noelictus’ borders—this may be the one time we ever meet, so keep up and ride!”

Haeight’s mouth fell open along with the other [Hunters]. Level 40? Haeight was closing on Level 30, and that would put her in the same bracket as the Veteran Hunters. But Level 40?

Maybe Guildmistress Deilfec and Huntress Agshiga were Level 40, but that was beyond even Greina’s level! That was the territory of Named-rank adventurers!

The two [Hunters] leading Huntsong forwards at such speed were living legends. Sylind’s Skill proved her level too. They were crossing through a forest, miles in minutes, and—

They hopped from one forest to the next, galloping out of the forest, across bare ground, and into another one, following that road her Skill had conjured. Sylind shouted.

“Ashheart! I’ll take us northeast as far as we can. Tagil, how much farther after that?”

She spoke fluidly; everyone else had to watch their tongues to avoid them being bitten by the force of their galloping. The half-Elf, though, had no fear and she did slow the pace enough that they could talk. Despite that, the ground rushed away, and Haeight knew the Skill was moving them at speeds she couldn’t fathom.

“Mm. Twenty-two miles. We might have to push our horses hard. Huntsong, if you can’t keep up, don’t lame those horses.”

He was consulting a map, but Haeight found her voice at last.

“We can keep up, Hunter Tagil! Our [Singer]—Cara—has a Skill. [Song of Rejuvenation].”

Tagil and Sylind twisted in their saddles to look at Cara.

“They’re letting [Singers] into the Guild? Deilfec must be desperate.”

“No, she’s a Conscript Hunter.”

“Ah.”

Tagil relaxed slightly. He had looked worried for a moment, but then he sighed.

“That explains it all. Well—that will save us all on healing potions. Now, let’s introduce ourselves again. You’re Huntress Haeight, the one who Pictirm hates so much. She’s all barbs. A rising [Hunter], I hear. And your team…conscripts and novices fighting hard.”

He exchanged a meaningful look with Sylind, and the [Huntress] sat to one side.

“No wonder it’s making Pictirm antsy. She hates holding a mirror up to anything. She always has. I’m just surprised Deilfec allowed it.”

“She isn’t going to turn down a team that silences criticism of the Hunter’s Guild. I see. I see. Huntress Haeight, how long have you been here?”

“Eight months now, Hunter Tagil.”

He scowled.

“And they’ve had you killing undead non-stop, haven’t they? That’s how the central guild operates. Where did you come from?”

“Fiskren. I grew up with Duchess Greina and—”

Both of them clearly knew Duchess Greina, by reputation at least, and Sylind nearly spat again, but Tagil nodded.

“Ah, that explains it. The moment I heard Duchess Greina quit the Guild I knew why. But you stayed on, despite the grinder they put you through? A Level 29 [Hunter], I heard? What’s your specialty?”

“Close-quarters. Axes.”

Tagil smiled at that.

“Nice axes. How did you get them? Deilfec would rather give you rust than spend mithril on anyone who’s not a Veteran Hunter.”

Haeight explained, and Sylind shook her head, grimacing at the mention of Deilfec.

“Someone else who’s forgotten what it’s like. The Guild hasn’t changed, Tagil. It put my hair on end just to stand there. Maybe we should cut ties altogether.”

The other man turned to Sylind, but rather than offer her agreement, he favored her with a dark scowl.

“Don’t say that of Deilfec. Pictirm you can insult. Not Deilfec.”

“…You’re right. That was wrong of me. But even so—”

Both turned back to Haeight, and the [Hunter] listened desperately. It was clear they both knew how the central guild was operating. And just as clear that there was more that Haeight didn’t know. Tagil gave her a weary smile.

“Sorry, Hunter Haeight. I’m sure it has not been a pleasant eight months. We know it all, you see. We were both Veteran Hunters until we took a hunt that carried us from Noelictus. Now, we rarely return home. It’s too painful…but we understand what you must feel.”

“I…why is it like this?”

Haeight’s voice was choked, and Tagil hesitated.

“—That’s not something I’m allowed to say. Just know you’ll find out if you keep going. Take pity on the Veteran Hunters. It’s not entirely their fault. If you can’t stand what you discover, there are places where the battles are more straightforward. Sylind and I quit, but our hunt is long, winding, and just as dreadful. More than that I am not allowed to say, out of deference. But tell me about yourself.”

He listened intently as Haeight gave him an accounting of some of her past. It was a short ride through the woods—but twenty miles on horseback was plenty of time to ride at a fast pace—but far slower than Sylind’s Skill.

——

“So, you had a decent Guild in Fiskren, but not one that gave you much experience in hand-to-hand combat.”

“I’ve killed Ghouls solo.”

Tagil shook his head, clearly trying not to insult Haeight. He glanced at Sylind, and the half-Elf offered her perspective.

“When I was a girl, they took care of us too, Tagil. No one wants to have a new [Hunter] die.”

“Yes, but Huntress Haeight barely experienced her first mass-melee against skeletons after nearly four years. If I was training recruits, I’d throw them into a pit full of zombies on the first day and bail them out if they didn’t kill them all. Any [Hunter] should have killed a Crypt Lord solo, be able to hunt a Ghoul pack without backup, and take on at least forty skeletons.”

Cara choked on a snack as they rode down the road at a fast canter. Even Haeight gave Tagil an incredulous look.

His standards were insane. She also felt embarrassed because she clearly didn’t meet his standards, even now. Tagil noticed and shifted as Sylind glared at him.

“You speak like you weren’t a wet-behind-the-ears rookie who dropped your sword and had to go bare-knuckles against a Ghoul dog. I had to shoot it off you.”

Tagil didn’t flush, but he smiled ruefully.

“I never said I was the golden standard. Nor are you familiar with an average [Hunter].”

Sylind narrowed her eyes.

“I’m a hundred and thirteen years old, you brat. Just because we’re close in level, we are not close in experience. I know exceptionalism when I see it. You’re the one thinking of monsters like Dorikhem. We missed his funeral.”

Tagil’s smile vanished, and he lowered his head.

“Yes. We did. And despite it, the Guild continues. Piortesenzth is still at his endless task. I’ve heard that there are strange tidings from Afiele, though. Ser Raim will tell us what he found. If war hits Ovela, though—”

“Arrow’s edge. We can only pursue our hunt, Tagil. It takes precedence.”

Cara was staring at the two [Hunters], and Haeight remembered that she had claimed to come from Afiele. Tagil turned back to Haeight, sighing.

“…We’re coming up on the village. Your team will watch us. Don’t intervene. We don’t need your help, and you won’t hurt the Draugr with your crossbows.”

He nodded to her plain, unenchanted crossbow. Haeight’s voice croaked. They had refused to tell her the first time, but she had to try again.

“Hunter Tagil, Huntress Sylind—you know what’s going on in the Guild, don’t you? I’m—I’m one of a number of Hunters that sees everything. How can you stand it? What’s—why is it like this?”

Her plea seemed to put the other Veteran Hunters in actual pain. Sylind inhaled and looked away, and Tagil nodded. His eyes were understanding when they met hers. But they were guarded, like shrouds of grey mist showing flashes of honest green. He sighed.

“I can’t tell you, Haeight. Trust me when I say there are good reasons—and also poor excuses. I don’t agree with how it is done. But I cannot and will not argue with Deilfec or Agshiga or the others to change it. They are doing what works. If you ever gain Deilfec’s trust, ask her what we are doing. Then you’ll see.”

“But the Guild is falling apart. We’re dying, Hunter Haeight. Dying of exhaustion, and the Hunter’s Cards and indulgences—”

Haeight nearly screamed at him as he swung off his horse. Sylind was already striding towards some rocks to get a lookout. They were in view of a village, lights out, silent as a grave with terror.

Draugr abounded. The villagers didn’t even signal they’d seen the [Hunters]. They were probably terrified of drawing the undead to them. Tagil turned as he drew his crossbow. The magical crossbow slowly loaded itself, and Haeight saw the lever pull back without Tagil even touching it.

When it clicked—a bolt flashed into place. His crossbow automatically reloaded and teleported the ammunition into place? Tagil met Haeight’s eyes with his own and gave her a sad smile.

“I know, Hunter Haeight. I know how hard it is. But—how old are you?”

“Nineteen. Twenty come midwinter.”

He nodded.

“Nineteen. And you’re Level 29. In another nation, Haeight, you would be called a prodigy. If you were an adventurer, that would make you Gold-rank in one more level. You’re levelling. That’s part of the reason why. I am sorry, though. It’s not easy for any of us. Just—”

He touched at his cheek as Sylind called out.

“Tagil, I see them. I’m attracting them—[Sonic Arrow].”

She fired an arrow up, and it screamed before exploding with a thunderclap that you could hear for miles. Haeight stared at Sylind. She wasn’t even preparing—

Tagil stood there, looking at Haeight for one moment as a roar filled the air. Then the first gigantic shape of an eight-foot-tall hulk charged forwards, all corded muscle and bulging, dead flesh.

Draugr. But Tagil barely looked at it. He touched his chest, and his fingers lingered on the scars on his cheek.

“Just—wish us luck, Haeight. Sylind, I, and a number of others are on a great hunt against quarry greater than we can dream. If we find her—it—we will set part of Noelictus back to rights. But we’re hunting mist. Wish us luck that we can do it in our lifetimes. And that the Hunter’s Guild can endure until then.”

What a bleak statement. What tired eyes. Haeight was vibrating—axe in hand, she stared at the first Draugr and saw the other two burst from the forest, followed by Ghouls. Her [Hunters] were taking aim despite the warning, but Tagil just turned.

Sylind fired her first arrow with a shout.

“[Arrow of the Dawn].”

And then it was so bright that Haeight went blind. She heard Tagil shout.

“[Quarry Found: My Blade Finds You].”

When her vision cleared, she saw one of the Draugr was down, corpse blackened and flaming. A crater had been blown into the ground.

Tagil was on the back of the second, his scissor-blades stabbing again and again as he clung to its back, ramming the blades into the undead and out of its chest. Sylind was aiming at the final Draugr, which had one of Tagil’s arrows buried in its skull.

“[Volley of Skills]! [Frostbite Arrows!]”

She flicked up an ordinary arrow—loosed it, and a frozen arrow struck the Draugr in the chest. It barely slowed, roaring, but frost grew from the tip. Sylind put a second arrow into its chest, clustering her shots, and then a third and fourth.

Each one was an arrow of ice. So cold that Haeight felt their passage from where she stood. Five arrows and the Draugr was slowing, frosting over…and the sixth arrow made it stop dead.

“Dead gods.”

Ridine whispered. Even Cara was staring in shock as Sylind calmly shot two Ghouls through the head. She hopped off her rock, and then Tagil swung his scissor-blades sideways.

His Draugr split along the jagged holes in its torso. It kept going, though, dragging itself after him. He grimaced—and his automatic-reloading crossbow aimed down. He shot it through its torso.

[Nail the Target].

A huge, metal spike embedded itself in the earth. The Draugr slowed—then dragged the spike forwards, laboriously still trying to get after Tagil. The [Veteran Hunter] turned.

“Draugr don’t die easy. Pictirm was right that your team wouldn’t take one easy, let alone three, Haeight. You lot—take your crossbow and try to shoot this one dead. Understand how hard it is to kill one, and imagine doing this as it’s charging at you.”

Haeight stumbled forwards incredulously and saw Cara fire her crossbow into the Draugr’s head. The bolt tore open its skin slightly—then bounced off. The other [Hunters] began firing, and the bolts barely lodged in the skin, denting the roaring Draugr’s skull at best as it kept coming.

They were so shaken that they barely noticed Sylind and the final Draugr until the one they were shooting went down after six volleys from the entire team. Even then, Tagil shot it twice through the head with his crossbow—then buried his blades into its skull before he let them approach.

Only then did Haeight see Sylind smacking the other Draugr’s chest with her bow. Her target didn’t move. It just fell to pieces as she shattered the frozen statue. Tagil and Sylind turned and looked at the Huntsong team.

Veteran Hunters. Tagil smiled tiredly.

“Pictirm is going to throw ten kinds of shit. And so will Deilfec that we’re ‘showing off’.”

“Well, we are. If only it were this easy for everything.”

Sylind leaned on her bow, sighing. And Haeight wondered as she looked at them—

What kind of quarry were they hunting?

——

One week later, Tagil and Sylind felt like a strange dream that Haeight had had. They had left soon after their dramatic hunting lesson to Huntsong, and while they had caused a stir at the Hunter’s Guild—they hadn’t been able to stay.

Apparently, Haeight was not the only [Hunter] they’d visited. Ceinra had a broken arm the next time Haeight saw her.

“How’d you get that?”

“It’s not bad. Just a greenstick fracture. Hunter Tagil gave it to me.”

“He did? How?”

Ceinra grimaced as she indicated her sword.

“He hit me too hard on accident trying to teach me a sword-art. Did you see them hunt? They’re monsters, Haeight. He didn’t even realize how weak I was. I heard the half-Elf, Sylind, went and found Withrel and a number of other [Hunters] and showed them a bunch of archery techniques. What did they do to you?”

Haeight rubbed at her chest as she winced.

“…Close-quarters training.”

It was humiliating getting kicked around by an [Archer] with a bow. But even Sylind, a decidedly not close-quarter specialist, had shown Haeight she had a lot to learn.

You fight well with the axes, but you need mobility. You’d get tagged by a Draugr, and you’re not tough or strong enough to let that happen. Try working on your flexibility. Your [Singer]’s actually promising if she were a [Hunter].

Tagil had walked through all of Huntsong and given them such a thrashing in training that Loekr was slightly grateful he’d been left behind.

Cara, ironically, had won some praise because she wasn’t actually a [Hunter]. When they’d seen her, the two veterans had realized Cara was also good at dancing—and doing handsprings.

Even the [Singer] had been humbled, though. She was at this very moment doing a cartwheel and cursing.

“I used to know how to do a continuous cartwheel and—why am I working out? Argh!”

She started doing sit-ups and then practicing a series of stretches. They made Haeight feel silly when she did them, but Cara swore by them.

And besides, the sight of Sylind and Tagil being able to casually run up a tree and backflip off it proved that moving like that wasn’t a dream. Haeight felt unfit, and if stretching in a silly way made her better able to fight—

Well, it was a wake-up call. It was hope that you could be a good Hunter like those two.

If only it lasted. Ceinra had the same motivation that Haeight did. The [Trap Hunter] whispered to her friend.

“I asked them about why things are like they are.”

“I did too.”

“You too? Did they refuse to tell…?”

“Yep. They just said to trust the Guild wasn’t fully corrupt. But they still said something’s wrong.”

Haeight sighed, and Ceinra bit her lip, hard.

“How can two amazing [Hunters] like that—and then there’s Pictirm who nearly shot you while not lifting a finger. Did you know that she went out while you were gone?”

“Really? Did she do any work?”

Haeight looked at Ceinra—but the other [Hunter] just bared her teeth.

“She went to the palace, Haeight. She was gone for a day, came back, and said she was done for another two weeks.”

Haeight stood there.

“You mean—”

“I’m sure she was really impressive—to the courts and the parliament. A true credit. You know, I’ve heard the palace is abuzz with the Twins of Ovela and politics. I’m glad a real Hunter like Pictirm and that lot are representing our interests.”

Every time Haeight got happy, it felt like someone beat her down with a stick. She lowered her head—then exhaled.

“I’m Level 29, Ceinra. I’m close to Level 30. If I hit it—they’ll have to let me apply to be a Veteran Hunter, or so Marvekh thinks. I’m going to work hard—and if I find out anything—”

“They know you hate their guts. Be careful. Withrel thinks you should lay low.”

Haeight stared blankly at Cara, now grabbing for a flask of oil she’d bought with some of Withrel’s indulgence-money. She was going to do something stupid. She sucked down some oil, but held it in her mouth—then lifted up a flaming torch. Cara tried to blow fire like the [Firebreathers] in the capital.

Instead of a steady stream—she spat oil in a spray all over her gloves and set her hand on fire. Then she nearly swallowed the rest of the oil and sprayed the rest out in a mist, coughing.

“Shit, shit, shit—”

The other [Hunters] helped put it out, but Cara was barely pouring water over her hands before she was trying again. There was something about her, even when she singed her lips or failed a backflip and hit the ground hard, that Haeight liked.

She was trying so hard. And Haeight thought that united them. She turned to Ceinra and exhaled.

“How can I? Slow down, I mean, Ceinra? I have to—we have to. We can’t continue like this.”

“We’ve done it for a long time. I’ve been here two years.”

The [Hunter of Traps] looked uncomfortable.

“I don’t want to say I’m used to it—and I’m not falling into it, but I take my indulgences, Haeight. I feel like I’m dying some times, but others—”

“What’s yours?”

“L-lust.”

Ceinra blushed. Then she turned.

“You’re allowed to have someone. If you don’t, there are [Hunters], and you don’t talk about it. Or you can just visit the pink-candle districts. It’s not all what you think, you know. Sometimes you can just talk and they’ll listen. It keeps me sane. We can wait, Haeight. Your team is so famous even the people there know you. Why do you have to rush if it’s dangerous?”

Haeight bowed her head. She looked up, and Cara blew a short stream of fire, grinned—and then accidentally spat the rest in a glob onto the ground and cursed.

“—Because my good-luck [Singer] is about to go.”

——

On the thirty-first day since Cara had been arrested and sentenced as a Conscript Hunter, the [Singer] was, against all odds, alive and healthy.

She and the other Conscript Hunters had made it. In fact, Choirene wasn’t looking towards Menorome as Huntsong marched towards it—she was talking with Ridine excitedly.

Choirene had decided to become a full Hunter, working her way through [Novice Hunter] instead of returning to her old life.

“I was never a good [Trader]—and they’ll put me to work with the Desk Hunters for a while, it sounds like. I can do numbers and writing.”

She had taken to the Hunter’s Guild. It was a calling for some, and seeing how the woman looked more confident, and believed in the cause, gave Haeight strength, like all the others.

But Cara…Haeight didn’t bring up the subject for a long while. It was Cara who glanced at her.

“Are you gonna talk me out of it or not, Haeight? We’re almost at the capital.”

“You knew I was going to say something?”

Cara gave Haeight a flat stare.

“You’ve been staring at me for the last week, Haeight. It’s not exactly hard to tell what you want to say. Go on, give it your best shot.”

That—was not encouraging. Haeight clenched her hands on her horse’s reins. She forgot her speech she’d been working on and fumbled for her belt pouch where she’d written it down.

“Cara—you’ve seen what the Hunter’s Guild is like. It—we need you. You’re more useful here than anywhere. I know it’s tough, but—you’re more useful than I am. If you stayed, we could continue Huntsong. Maybe even get ahead of all the undead. You’ve seen how many outbreaks there are.”

It was insane. With Huntsong’s ability to move further and do more thanks to their numbers and Cara’s singing, Haeight had realized—

There were so many bands of undead the capital’s [Hunters] had to take out that local Hunter’s Guilds didn’t. Bands of zombies, Crypt Lords, skeletons—

And it was odd—because it wasn’t like Noelictus just had that many damn graveyards or people dying left and right. Zombies made sense, especially zombie animals. Any dead body rose—so you got a lot of zombie rabbits or birds, which anyone could stomp into the ground, even a child.

But Noelictus’ folk knew to do that, and the wildlife itself could kill undead—and often did. So where were skeletons coming from?

Decomposition took a long time. Having sixty skeletons just appear—who had died and lain buried long enough for the ones in the Lightless Canyons to pop up?

Haeight suspected that they were coming up from deep, deep underground. Or perhaps other countries as the death magic animated dead not safely kept in the tombs of Noelictus.

Or perhaps someone was unleashing them on purpose. She didn’t know, but the problem never stopped. And Cara…

“We could hit Level 30 together. You’re levelling. Don’t tell me you’re not. In two classes. Cara, you understand what being a [Hunter] means. You respect our class. Why not stay at least another month?”

Cara heard Haeight out, and she brushed at her brown hair and looked—slightly ashamed.

“It’s an act, Haeight. I played my role because I thought I needed to. But I’m—not a warrior. I’m glad I helped, but I have to go back.”

“To the Synphasia Theatre? Why? Do you really want gold and fame that much?”

“Yes.”

Cara met Haeight’s eyes, and the [Hunter] laughed. The [Actor] flushed.

“Well—a bit. I’m serious! I need gold and fame! But there’s also Rolare and Yoitha, Haeight. And…someone else I need to help. Elena. You know her.”

Haeight stopped laughing, and her heart sank.

“Can someone else…?”

“I’m the only one who can help, Haeight. Well, one of two. Three. Okay, more. But there’s Elena and…I have a job to do. And that job is making money. It is being there for the people who helped me.”

“The [Princess].”

Cara stared past Haeight.

“Not just her. Haeight, I see the Hunter’s Guild problem. But you know something—I don’t think the root issue is going to be solved by killing more undead. There’s…something wrong in Noelictus, and if I know anything, you don’t win by taking on the fires. I mean—you do, and someone has to put out blazes before they spread.”

She fumbled her analogy, but Haeight got what she was saying. She’d heard how bad fires got in Menorome, with all the candles. She didn’t stay in the capital long enough to hear much more than the loudest gossip, but at least someone was doing something about it.

“What do you do, then?”

Cara exhaled.

“…You find out what’s causing the fires, and you deal with that. I have to go, Haeight. I’m sorry. I’ll check in on you, and if I can go to the Guild, I will, those bastards on the second floor aside. But I am no soldier.”

She turned, and Haeight lowered her head. She’d known it from the start.

“It was an amazing month of performing, Cara. You knew you weren’t going to stay, didn’t you? So you wore yourself out.”

The young woman turned her head and gave Haeight a truthful smile. For a second, she looked so weary that Haeight realized another month might have killed her. Yet Cara just shrugged.

“It was an honor to pretend. When you get your indulgence, Haeight—come visit the Synphasia. Then I’ll show you who I am, and who I want to be.”

Haeight bowed her head, unable to gainsay Cara. The next day, Cara cleared out a few undead in the sewers, hugged her entire team twice, and then left the Hunter’s Guild a free woman. Huntsong tried to continue their trend of excellence—

But the song had stopped. The winter began, and a cold change swept over Menorome and Noelictus.

——

A month later.

Haeight still thought of Cara’s performances when she hunted alone with snow pouring down, working the lever of her crossbow to get it unstuck.

The Siren of Songs—as she had styled herself—the Baroness of the Beat, and whatever other silly names they wrote on the posters of her, was a star rising in Noelictus. She had given Haeight tickets to the Synphasia, and even those had showed how she was rising in status.

First, they’d been 50% off, which didn’t bother Haeight on her rare days off—she had her Hunter’s Card, and she didn’t much care how she used it since it was hard to max out. But Cara had insisted on giving her friend tickets.

They’d gone up to 55% off, then 75% off. Then 90%—then free for Cara’s friends. And the performances!

Haeight even had a song-crystal, one of the new ones that everyone wanted, but Cara had warned her it was only good for a month—plus, it had no Skills to reinvigorate Haeight.

The [Hunter] still listened to it when she was tired, and it helped. But the truth was, the dark days had come again.

Huntsong had disbanded once it was clear Cara’s absence had left them unable to do as much as before.

The [Novice Hunters] had been formed into their own teams or pairs, and a few like Ridine were upgraded to regular Hunters. Their performance had been so exemplary that apparently even Deilfec had allowed it since Ridine was Level 16.

But the workload had come crashing back down. Haeight had begun to strain, doing Cara’s stretches, working on her form and methods.

She was now confident enough to take on twenty zombies in a melee and walk out without one touching her. They had nearly touched her a few times, but that was something.

Even so, killing a Crypt Lord without aid, or more powerful undead…it wasn’t just her capabilities.

It was just—hard. She had to bury the zombies after cutting them up. She tried eight times to start a fire in the snow and then realized the ground was as hard as a rock.

But she couldn’t leave the undead in pieces. So Haeight eventually buried them in shallow earth, covered the parts with snow—her hands were blistered, she was cold, and it took two days of straight digging.

——

When she found Ridine in the Hunter’s Guild, the young [Hunter] was ashamed to show Haeight her face. When she did—she was so badly bruised she couldn’t really see.

“It was jusht zombies, Hunter Haeight. I tried, but it was eighteen, and one grabbed me.”

“Sloppy.”

Haeight nearly threw Ikhoven through one of the desks. She offered Ridine a potion, but Ikhoven snapped.

“She’s able to work, Hunter Haeight. And you both have jobs in the sewers, but in different quadrants. If you cover for Hunter Ridine…”

“Take the potion, Ridine. And before you say anything, Ikhoven, this is one Cara donated to me personally.”

“If you want to waste Hunter Haeight’s money—”

Ridine took the potion gratefully, and Haeight sat with her. Tears leaked from her swollen eyes, and Haeight realized she had come close to death even if she hadn’t said it. If a zombie had been hitting her that much before she broke its grip—

She was a child. Fifteen, now, but Haeight had forgotten how young she was. She shouldn’t be a regular [Hunter], even if they were just giving her zombies. She had pushed Ridice too far. This was her fault. But the girl was blaming herself.

“I’m not ready to be a regular Hunter.”

“Yes, you are. You just need—a team. In Fiskren, no one would let you take on eighteen zombies alone. That’s not sensible.”

It’s how you level. That’s what Tagil had said. Haeight was understanding, now, a tiny bit of how the Hunter’s Guild worked.

This crushing work. The danger that killed conscripts and new [Hunters] left and right…it was like a pot of water being boiled. And she and Ridine and everyone else were in that pot, and someone was holding down the lid.

Eventually, something would give. They would level or die. Level or die.

She could almost accept it. Almost…if there were no other way, Haeight would at least accept this for herself.

But not while she saw Loshell, Vice, Pictirm—even Agshiga and Guildmistress Deilfec doing nothing.

Her admiration for Agshiga had turned into contempt. Haeight had observed how much work the Veteran Hunters did—and it was clear few of them did anything.

Agshiga often went to the Hunter’s Guild, but she was married to the royal family and attended the palace and royal functions. She had the most excuses out of anyone—you could count her as a kind of bodyguard or just a member of the royal family.

Deilfec? Maybe, maybe. She was the Guildmistress, and you couldn’t send her into the field. She was also frail and scarred, and her eyes were the most dangerous thing about her. She attended the palace too often, though, and Prince Seratoito was known to often throw lavish parties for his close friends.

If that was what they were doing there…there was a lot of money going into the Hunter’s Guild from the crown. Funding was not an issue. The Hunter’s Cards that the Veteran Hunters had could rack up hundreds of gold coins, though. And their indulgences…

Even the indulgences were fine, if they did anything. But when Ceinra showed the other [Hunters] like Withrel and Haeight the records she’d made with Marvekh’s help—Haeight snapped. She looked down at the report and read it to a group of twenty [Hunters] who had gathered in a camp outside Menorome. They’d put up a tent, and someone had even brought a table. A rare luxury they needed so they could review the dozens of reports they’d gathered. The air was heavy.

Each [Hunter] had managed to choose hunts close to the capital and rushed to finish them and gather here. Snow fell from bleak skies as she read by candle-light, and her worst suspicions became a painful reality.

“Huntress Pictirm. Last six months of work. Three hunts—no one can confirm she killed anything. She went to remote regions, came back without mentioning any kills in the company of other Veteran Hunters. She could have been feasting in private or just sleeping. Three hunts…and eight visits to the palace.”

Withrel read quietly.

“Hunter Loshell. We know he went to Shorehaven. He did not kill the Ghoul Mothbear that Haeight had to put down. Instead, a drunken [Hunter] collapsed their tomb. He also visits the palace often. He’s had five hunts…and each time, it’s never any request Marvekh can see. Even that bastard Ikhoven asked him straight-out to kill a Crypt Lord once, and Loshell told him it had to go through Deilfec.”

The other [Hunters]—good, hard-working ones that Haeight knew and trusted, even if she did not know them by name—stood there in silence.

They all knew that there was laziness, outright sloth, and that the Veteran Hunters indulged heavily, but they did leave the Guild. It was one thing to know—another to see it like this.

One of the older [Hunters] turned to her.

“Haeight. You killed the Mothbear. Was it even hurt?”

“…It looked like other animals had damaged it. Nothing like any [Hunter].”

“Then what are they doing? What are we doing? Is Deilfec mad?”

“Not mad. But perhaps there are good Hunters who can’t protest.”

“All of them? All of them? I would know if I heard of a Veteran Hunter doing more than a sporadic bit of work! The one time—ever—I heard of a Veteran Hunter lifting a finger was Visc killing a Draugr. And that was because he couldn’t leave it to us!”

It was all coming together. Yet—all of them. Haeight thought of Hunter Dorikhem and wondered.

“…They have to be doing something. Dorikhem died hard. I saw his wounds.”

“Did he die hard, Haeight? Or did someone make it look like he died hard? It’s easy to fake wounds on a body, especially if you know how.”

Haeight jerked and looked at Ceinra. The [Trap Hunter] was suspicious—and Haeight blurted a response.

“I have to believe—even Tagil and Sylind spoke well of him! He was a great Hunter. Withrel, you heard stories of how hard he worked!”

“Yes. In his youth. Haeight, I can’t say I ever knew him personally. Ceinra saw him a few times, and he was like the others. But perhaps he changed. Or…consider this. Perhaps those wounds were faked. Maybe to make him look good? But Haeight opened that casket, and it seemed like no one expected that. So maybe…those wounds were to cover up other marks. Like blade-wounds. Or bolts.”

A deeper silence fell over the junior [Hunters]. One cleared his throat and adjusted the wands at his belt. He was a [Mage Hunter], a magic-user.

“Withrel. If you’re suggesting that the Hunter’s Guild is killing their own—”

“Some of our friends who made Veteran Hunter, or who were on probation, died on their first day. The others wouldn’t talk. Something is wrong, and if we are afraid to consider every option—how deep does this run? How high?”

Withrel slammed a gloved hand on the table, and Haeight was surprised at his passion—until she realized he was like her. They all were.

“—We will have no chance if the crown is against us.”

“We may not have a chance. But we cannot wait. As I said, all we need is one shred of proof. Deilfec has an office on the third floor. And an armory only the Veteran Hunters use.”

No one was really allowed on the third floor, even staff, even the Desk Hunters. Ceinra’s plan was simple.

“We may never have proof to show the other Hunter’s Guilds or those who aren’t convinced. But if we can find proof they are just hoarding weapons or that these ‘hunts’ can’t be substantiated—maybe the capital’s Guild can’t be fixed. But the other Hunter’s Guilds can mobilize, take on the duties of the capital. We give funding and our best [Hunters] here. If we take that back—”

Perhaps then Fiskren’s Guild could take on more work, the other Guilds could grow, and Ridine wouldn’t have to take on those tasks alone. Haeight nodded.

“We need proof of anything. It’s volunteers. I’ll go. If we have to run—well, we’ll do it.”

The other [Hunters] fell silent. Withrel spoke quietly.

“You can stay back. We need allies on the inside. Once we try to break into the third floor—Deilfec will never forget this.”

The other [Hunters] shifted, but then one of them offered Withrel a grin as she bent down. A growling dog, a rare companion for the [Beast Hunter]. The growling subsided as she nodded to him.

“Thank you for the way out, Withrel. But we’re with you. You’ll have to draw lots on who stays.”

Haeight held her breath. Withrel found some pieces of wood, and they drew lots. She exhaled when someone else cursed—and Withrel nodded.

“Time to start a rebellion in the Hunter’s Guild. I don’t know if now is the time, but if it really will be war with Ailendamus…”

He hesitated. They had all heard what was happening in Ovela, and Cara was worried for her friend, the [Princess]. There were…rumors, too, of ghosts and all kinds of nonsense.

Ghosts would be preferable to this. Haeight saw Withrel exhale.

“—We cannot have a Hunter’s Guild divided. We are Hunters. We fight monsters, slay undead—and go to war. If Noelictus needs us, we must be ready. Would any of you trust Loshell to defend our land? Follow him into battle?”

The [Hunters] were silent. So—Withrel nodded.

“Try not to kill any of them. That’s all I’ll say, and you’ll make your choices. Now. Let’s plan how it’s done.”

——

The next day, Hunter Haeight walked into the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus, and her heart sank when she saw three familiar faces.

Hunter Visc.

Hunter Loshell.

Hunter Pictirm.

They were all sitting at the same table on the second floor. There were actually fewer Veteran Hunters than normal, but the three that Haeight knew personally and had a great dislike for were right there, talking.

Haeight wished they were not here. Even though she hated them all, her gloves were sweaty as she took a seat and ordered some food for the look of it.

She still did not want to kill them.

As far as they could tell, Guildmistress Deilfec and Agshiga, the two most senior and thus dangerous [Hunters] were out, in the palace again. That was partly why they had chosen today. The second reason was simply their proximity. The conspirators, all twenty-one of them, were on the second floor, and Haeight eyed the stairs leading to the third floor.

They were carpeted with black cloth, and the stairs themselves were a lighter grey—and only a [Veteran Hunter] was allowed higher. In fact, Haeight had, twice, heard an alarm ring when a [Novice Hunter] went up the stairs by accident.

Magically spelled. Withrel and the other magic-capable [Hunters] didn’t have the expertise of a [Mage] trained by Wistram Academy. They’d decided to just go for it.

Twenty-one of them, and there were four staircases. That was a group of three for each stairwell.

Twelve for the third floor.

Nine to take on any [Hunter] on the second floor and give them an opening.

They had horses, and they’d arranged to hide in the Seltreskie Forest. If need be, Haeight had offered places in Fiskren and written a letter to take to anyone, even Duke Fiskren, for sanctuary.

She had debated involving Greina, but her friend couldn’t know about this given her status. If the crown was involved…

They’d shout to whomever they needed to once they had evidence. There were three things the [Hunters] wanted.

One. Clear documents and reports that showed the Veteran Hunters were corrupt.

Two. Proof that there were magical artifacts, thousands of enchanted bolts or items that the regular [Hunters] were just not getting.

Or three…evidence of whatever group was making use of the Veteran Hunters or whatever they were actually doing besides spending gold and time like water.

The chances of at least one of these things was high to Haeight. The Hunter’s Guild might be corrupt, but Deilfec had to still have ledgers to account for the gold even if she made a lot of it disappear.

They’d go up—and the [Hunters] below would buy them some time. Each one was prepared for a fight. Haeight had requested an enchanted bolt, and her axes were mithril. Ceinra would set up traps in their staircase; they’d have to use another one on their way out or be diced by wires.

They did not want to kill, but they were ready. Haeight couldn’t help but listen in as the three Veteran Hunters spoke. Their voices were quiet, and the air was tense.

Even the [Novice Hunters] seemed to know something was up. The Veteran Hunters seemed not to notice, but Marvekh had barely spoken when Haeight entered. They were being a bit obvious—but it was almost time.

There was a timepiece that was calibrated by the Mage’s Guild, and Haeight watched the hand on the clock moving slowly upwards. One minute left…she was trying not to tense as she listened to the conversation between Loshell, Visc, and Pictirm. It was the same kind of thing she always heard from them.

“…hell of a banquet. You still hungover, Loshell? You were hammered.”

The Hunter who ate so much felt at his side, grimacing.

“Don’t remind me. Though I’ll say that I can never get over how well Deilfec dances despite her age. Have you seen that picture in the palace of her?”

“I don’t look. It makes me sad. And you two were sloppy.”

Visc raised his brows.

“Says the woman who’s still piping mad about Tagil and Sylind. Stop holding a grudge, Pictirm.”

“They knew what they were doing!”

The fat [Hunter] grunted as he tucked into links of boar sausage glazed with dark maple syrup for breakfast.

“And? You’re bullying poor Haeight.”

“She’s not one of us. Don’t change the subject, Loshell.”

Were they…talking about her? Pictirm glanced over, and Haeight pretended to be eating. The woman scoffed.

“Rookies are rookies. Everyone’s waiting for her to turn Level 30. Have you ever thought it’d be kind not to give her a shot?”

“…Of course.”

Visc replied calmly. He sipped from a glass of wine as Withrel walked up the stairs. He pretended to engage Ceinra in conversation by their stairwell, and Haeight looked over and raised a hand. She strode over, still listening as the clock’s hand rose…

“I don’t know how Afiele will change things. If it’s true—we’re either saved or damned. Saved or damned. But it’s gotten far…far worse of late.”

“Loshell. Do you mean the war?”

The fat Hunter paused as Haeight passed by, never looking at him. He spoke calmly.

“Oh, yes, the war. If Ailendamus comes in…we need good rookies, hard-workers to do all the things we can’t be bothered to do, Pictirm. They have all the energy in the world even if they hate our guts. It’s cute, even. They really think we can’t tell they’re about to riot.”

Haeight’s head turned slowly, and her eyes widened as she reached Ceinra and Withrel. Neither of them had heard, but Withrel noticed her face.

“Haeight, what are you—?”

“They know. They—”

Withrel stared at her, raised his bow—and a bolt slammed into his chest. Pictirm’s crossbow, hidden by the table, came up, and she glared at Loshell.

“You idiot.”

“I thought it was funnier this way. Poor kids.”

They were on their feet. Six Veteran Hunters stood up—and Haeight shouted.

“We’ve been made! Go!”

Ceinra was staring at Withrel. He was crumpled up. Was he—

“The stairs! Go!”

Nine [Hunters] leapt from their seats as Haeight ran up the stairwell. Instantly, an alarm began to blare. Ceinra stopped near the stairwell.

“[Invisible Wires]—[Free Anchor]—I’ll get the wires up! Go, Haeight!”

She was securing this stairwell. Haeight ran up the stairs, three at a time. She circled the center support pillar once—

Then she was on the third floor.

It wasn’t as fancy as she thought it would be. There were some windows, angled so a [Hunter] could see out and no one could see in, but this was essentially the attic-space in the Hunter’s Guild. The most narrow floor was one long hallway that had four stairs down—and the black carpet led down to two huge double doors.

The Guildmistress’ office, no doubt. Left and right were private rooms, each labeled neatly.

Armory. War room. Alchemy lab. Potions…

She almost stopped at the armory, but one of the other [Hunters] had gotten up first and had tried the door handle. Haeight recognized the [Beast Hunter], and the snarling dog was looking back the way they’d come, whining in fear.

“Locked! They knew we were coming! Was it a traitor?”

“It doesn’t matter! Help me break down the Guildmistress’ doors!”

The sounds of shouting below had gone unnaturally silent. There were only…seven figures above, not eleven. Haeight pointed, and they all turned to the Guildmistress’ office. That was the best place to find evidence. Haeight drew one of her hatchets and shouted.

“[Recalling Throw]!”

She hurled the mithril axe towards the door, and it flashed head-over-handle—and stopped in midair a foot from the door’s front.

“The damages from this will already be tedious enough. My door does not need another scratch.”

Guildmistress Deilfec didn’t catch the axe. She just stared—and it froze in midair. She opened her doors further and walked out. Haeight froze—and a [Hunter] aimed a crossbow up.

“Don’t hesitate—”

The bolt loosed, and the axe dropped as Deilfec focused on that instead. The bolt stopped dead—but the [Mage Hunter] fired a spell from their wands and two more [Hunters] dropped to one knee and loosed bolts.

No way for her to stare at all of the projectiles. Deilfec stopped the dog still, and it whined in fear as she stared at it. The spell and two bolts?

Hunter Visc cut the bolts down with his sword and parried the spell with his buckler. It wavered out of existence as he appeared out of nowhere.

“Guildmistress. Second floor is secure. You didn’t need to trouble yourself.”

“Slow, Visc. They’ve committed treason. Twenty-one [Hunters]. Deal with it.”

Neither of them were even breathing hard. They’d known it was coming! Haeight saw Visc turn, and he gave her a rueful smile as he saw her.

“Sorry, Haeight. But you’re not the first to try. Even old Ikhoven once stood right there, you know. Even I—”

“Visc.”

He fell silent. Haeight felt cold—and then hot. She raised her axe.

“Come on then!”

There were eight [Hunters], and they drew their blades without a word. Visc, Deilfec, already walking back into her office—

“Haeight!”

Ceinra. Haeight whirled—and Hunter Loshell walked up the stairs.

“Sorry, Haeight.”

He was trailing something metallic. Ceinra’s wires. Had he walked—through them? They were clinging to his armor and even face, but he had not a scratch. And he was carrying a huge battleaxe on one shoulder.

She had never seen Loshell fight. Visc flicked his buckler and batted another crossbow bolt, this one invisible, out of the air. The [Stealth Hunter] who had fired it cursed, and Visc exhaled.

“Pictirm, don’t shoot them. We’ll handle this. Healing potions—”

He was on top of the first [Hunter] in one step. He cleared fourteen feet and hit the [Hunter] with the buckler as they raised their sword, dropping them—

“—cost too much gold.”

Pictirm dropped from the ceiling, where she had been crawling, onto the [Beast Hunter] as her dog howled in fear. Haeight didn’t hear the fighting. She charged at Loshell.

He blocked her first blow with the hilt of his battleaxe, and the mithril blade rang against his weapon. She chopped twice—drew a hand-crossbow with her other hand and fired point-blank at his chest.

He caught the bolt. It glowed in his hand, ready to spark with lightning—and he put his thumb over the tip and grimaced.

“Ow. You really are close, Haeight. Both axes and you’d press hard. But not yet.”

He twisted the axe—knocked her hatchet down with such force it nearly tore out of her grip. Haeight screamed as she leapt forwards.

“[Whirlwind of Blades]!”

She’d cut him, at least! But she was so focused on that battleaxe, ready for it to swing at her, that she forgot.

His other hand, holding the enchanted bolt, dropped it. He made a fist and spoke.

“[Sin of Gluttony:—”

——

The third floor had gone silent. The [Hunters] on the second floor were lying still. Withrel was choking, his ribs fractured, trying to breathe—they had been ready! He listened for anything as Ridine, Marvekh, they looked up—

Haeight hit the first floor as she crashed from a balcony on the third. She broke a table with her body and lay there, white hair tangled into a mess, hat floating down. Something had punched her—

“—The Might of Feasts].”

Hunter Loshell walked downstairs as Haeight stared up at the ceiling. Even if she could have moved, she wouldn’t have.

It was over.

——

They lined up the younger [Hunters] as Guildmistress Deilfec descended the stairs. Some had to be laid down.

Haeight couldn’t move, even after they hauled her up to the second floor next to the other twenty-one Hunters. Withrel was on his feet, clutching at his ribs. But Haeight was still stunned. She wasn’t sure if she’d broken anything.

Deilfec was.

“You broke a desk, Loshell. I told you to avoid damage.”

“I was aiming at the floor, Guildmistress. Apologies.”

He stood there, leaning on his axe, as the Veteran Hunters looked on. Pictirm was smiling, but Visc just exhaled, and Loshell gave Haeight that sympathetic look.

“They did their best.”

“Rebellion against the Hunter’s Guild. Treason. Twenty-one, and more conspirators, doubtless. This group didn’t even hide it that well.”

Deilfec was cold. Visc replied with what sounded like amusement in his tone.

“They thought a frontal assault would work. If you hadn’t come back, they would have had only us to deal with, Guildmistress. Smart enough. Assuming they kept everything hidden.”

Haeight listened to the conversation as she stared up at the ceiling, trying to breathe. They’d failed. She really had thought they had a chance.

Why—

She knew Pictirm had been dangerous, but why—

Why were they so strong? Then she remembered Loshell’s Skill.

[Sin of Gluttony]. What did that mean? Why did it sound—wrong when he uttered it? She had never heard of a Skill called a sin. What did it mean?

It didn’t matter. The [Hunters] had failed, and they were helpless. Deilfec’s eyes passed over each one, and Haeight saw the woman appear in her vision. She gazed down, and Haeight flinched despite herself.

But the piercing gaze of the [Guildmistress] did not scorch her. For once—and that made it all the more terrible. Her wide-eyed gaze swept up, and she addressed them all.

“You twenty-one [Hunters] have all attempted to overthrow the Hunter’s Guild. You have turned blade and bolt upon your fellow Hunters. The Guild reckons this a crime. It does not matter that you did no damage and caused no injuries. It would have been far more shameful if a single Veteran Hunter had been wounded.”

Was she mocking them? Haeight was breathing harder, trying to get up. She waited for the click or the sound of a blade leaving a sheath. She had to…had to…

Greina. Cara, you were right to leave.

Would they know? Would they wait and call hers an accident while hunting? Who would disbelieve it? The [Novice Hunters] were watching, though. How many…

Would they wait and time it all? Remove them one by one? Haeight tried to get up. She knew they were thinking the same thing.

Deilfec turned, and Withrel froze, unable to leap. She stared at him, and Haeight felt leaden despair in her limbs.

They hadn’t had a chance when they were armed. Deilfec kept whispering.

“You, Hunters. You wish to expose the Guild? Me? You don’t even have the power to walk up to the third floor. Strength defines the Hunters. You have none.”

—To the end, she was still like this. Biting, merciless. Not a drop of it, even in her words. Deilfec looked down the line of them, and Haeight waited. Deilfec glanced at her—and that painless glare swept on. She turned to the Veteran Hunters and began to walk across the second floor. Down towards the first one.

“I am late to the palace. Clean up this mess. Then—get back to work.”

The kneeling Hunters looked up. Haeight stared at Deilfec’s back. The Guildmistress never turned her head. Loshell tucked his axe back into his bag of holding. It vanished, and he sat down and stuck a fork in a bite of sausage, dipped it in the syrup, and kept eating.

Pictirm snorted and walked towards the third floor. Visc sheathed his sword and hung his buckler from his belt.

“And I’m still hungover from the banquet.”

He sat back down, then turned. He winked. Winked once at Haeight and Ceinra and Withrel as they looked up at him. They looked at each other, and none knew what to say.

The contempt of the Hunter’s Guild meant they weren’t even worth killing? Or was that…later? Haeight didn’t know. She lay there.

Struggling to keep breathing.

——

Something changed after that. Not mysterious deaths of the [Hunters] who had rebelled. No…none of them perished.

Eight quit. They resigned in the next week, and Haeight heard they had left the Guild altogether or gone back to their homes.

She didn’t blame them. And she realized that if Deilfec wanted to keep her [Hunters]—this was the way to do it. If she had killed all twenty-one, those who sympathized might have rebelled in their own way.

This? This casual, contemptuous dismissal and pretending nothing had happened? The next day, Haeight found the Guild as if nothing had happened.

But it had, and Ridine and the other younger [Hunters] looked at her, and the Veteran Hunters, and did their jobs silently. So did Haeight.

She got back to work, just like Deilfec had told her to do. But something broke in her.

Haeight claimed her second indulgence and lay in bed for six days. She ate, slept, visited Cara’s performances. Listened to worries about war.

Then she got back to work. She rode out on horseback, trudged through the sewers, put down zombies and skeletons and even Ghouls—and went back. They sent her out, and she went.

But there wasn’t much of Haeight doing it. Just a…an automated person hacking and cutting and burning the foes of Noelictus. Laying the dead to rest without end.

Like a Golem, the servants of [Mages], the thoughtless, tireless beings. Haeight didn’t respond when Cara asked her what had happened. Greina heard about the rebellion from Ceinra. She asked if Haeight were being threatened, promised to help.

“No. Nothing’s wrong. We haven’t been hurt. I might even be a Veteran Hunter. If I level. I don’t know why. We couldn’t do a thing. Not a thing.”

A broken [Hunter] walked the pale roads of Noelictus, the snow falling. Cold. Tired. She wondered if she should quit. End it all and go with Greina.

Or go to Fiskren and become one of the [Hunters] who refused to talk of the capital until she retired. Help train good, honest [Hunters] and warn the rest against ever setting foot in Menorome.

Now, she understood so much. Haeight saw the future and realized one day, someone like the girl she had been would ignore all the hints and go here to change it.

She had not the courage to go back and give up. Nor the strength to challenge Deilfec again.

She was…so pitiful that the Veteran Hunters seemed to be trying to cheer her up. The same ones who had crushed her dreams?

“Haeight, Haeight. I brought your friend’s song crystal. It’s very nice. Have you heard her violin-song? I hear she performed it before the crown itself! And she’s back in court.”

Visc showed her a crystal. Loshell put food on her plate and encouraged her to eat.

“It’s the latest thing, Haeight. Iced cream. Apparently, it’s some new frozen treat. It comes from Wistram, but someone here learned to make it. Go on, take a bite.”

Pictirm just left her alone, which was niceness in itself from her. Haeight thought she saw an eye staring at her before the Huntress went to sleep.

Two weeks and five days after the rebellion, Haeight was slumbering instead of going to the desk for a job. So Ikhoven slapped a clipboard down on her face.

“Haeight. You have work.”

She slowly took the clipboard and read it. He kicked her, and she sat up slightly.

“Get moving. And don’t linger in Fiskren.”

“Fiskren?”

She blinked, and the blurry letters swam into focus. Haeight skimmed the paper with ease.

“—undead. Fiskren. Local Hunter’s Guild asking for Hunter to lead the search.”

“Apparently, they found two Crypt Lords chopped up. I don’t know why that’s concerning. I’ve heard undead fight each other, but your home’s Guild is filled with ‘precautions’, and they’re having trouble tracking it. You’ve been useless. Go and find it. It’s probably an ornery adventurer, monster, or something. It’s deep in the mountains.”

“The Tomb of Fiskren is there.”

“Well, don’t let it breach the tomb! Not that it could. Get moving, Haeight.”

She stood slowly. The tombs were secured by nigh-impregnable wards, but if it was there, no wonder the Guild was worried. It wasn’t a fun job, but it wasn’t a direct ‘go there and kill’ job, either.

Ikhoven snapped at her after he saw she hadn’t left after fourteen minutes.

“Haeight! Go!”

She slowly turned, and he pushed her towards the door. The [Close-Quarters Hunter] began to move, and then she was going. Ikhoven glared at her as he made sure she was actually going. He stared at her blank face—and then for one second, his features softened. He whispered once as she walked towards a horse waiting for her.

“Pull yourself out of it, Haeight, or a Ghoul will rip your throat out. Do you think you’re the only one who ever tried to change things? Do your job. Or are we just wasting time?”

She blinked and looked at him. The Desk Hunter gave her a single tap to his hat with his arm. Then he turned away.

——

…Ikhoven was right. The cold ride back to Fiskren reminded Haeight that he was, in fact, correct.

Ceinra, Withrel, even the others who’d quit weren’t dead. They were still Hunters of Noelictus. Maybe they were marked—but was killing zombies wasting time?

No…no.

They had been doing the right thing. They had failed, but Haeight couldn’t give up. She slapped her cheeks with her gloves as she rode back towards her guild after two days of travel.

“I have to keep going. Or what was the point of it all?”

She snapped out of her funk—and not just because the sight of her Guild cheered her up. When she arrived, the old Guildmaster himself came out to greet her.

“Hunter Haeight. You look—older by a score. I should have known that Menorome’s Guild would do that.”

She looked at him and recalled that he was a former [Hunter] from the capital too. The local Guildmasters all had to go to the capital.

Had he been a Veteran Hunter or junior? Either way, his eyes were sympathetic, and she bowed her head.

Guildmaster Teirn was no Deilfec. He was a big man, a good fighter with a spear he liked to use to keep undead back, and he had a shortsword for backup. He also had a custom longbow made of ashwood…but he was largely an administrator who showed recruits the ropes.

Haeight remembered thinking he was the model of a Veteran Hunter, the best of the best that a Capital Hunter wouldn’t be able to beat. Now…she thought he might have never reached Veteran Hunter.

The sheer gap between them and Teirn or her was the gap between what was possible without Skills—and the literal superhuman strength of Loshell or Sylind’s talent with the bow. If anything—Cara was closer to that kind of power than Haeight.

Then again, Haeight’s mithril axes made Teirn smile.

“You really are Dorikhem’s successor. He made Level 30 before he turned twenty, same as you.”

He had a lot of faith in her, and he was exaggerating things—Haeight ducked her head. He was strangely confidential with her; he had told everyone to clear off so they could talk in private. Many friends of hers would have loved to chat, but Haeight was on business. She cleared her throat awkwardly.

“I’ve come about the investigation. Was it impossible for anyone to track whatever killed the Crypt Lords down?”

He raised his brows, looking almost amused by the question for some reason.

“Haeight. It’s two Crypt Lords. If something wiped them out, I didn’t even ask them to search. Do you remember Aishe?”

“Of course. I served with Bearskull Squad for a year.”

Guildmaster Teirn grimaced.

“Yes, well, he’s been chomping at the bit to go out there and find it. I’m worried—his squad hasn’t reported in for two days where they should be. It may be they went out to find it. I sent someone to bring them back, but you need to hurry.”

That was just like him. Haeight grew sharper and was glad she hadn’t lingered.

“Two days?”

“Whatever it is moves fast. It’s right around the Tomb of Fiskren—where you’d expect it. Do you need directions?”

“No, I’ve got it. But Guildmaster—why wouldn’t I link up with Aishe? His squad is well-armed to trap most threats. We got that Ghoul Bear without it even getting close.”

He laughed as if she were telling a joke.

“Haeight! I know you’re new, but I asked for a Veteran Hunter because I think something’s there. Not…”

Then he noticed her puzzled expression, and the man’s face froze up slightly. He looked Haeight up and down, and his eyes flickered.

“…thought I’d missed the message you were a Veteran Hunter. I knew you were Level 29—what is your level, Huntress Haeight? Level 29? Or Level 30?”

“Level…29, Guildmaster. I haven’t reached Level 30 yet.”

He stared at her—and the man recoiled slightly. His eyes widened.

“I asked for—you’re not a Veteran Hunter. There has been a mixup at the Guild. Haeight—go back to Menorome. I’ll send a [Message] at once to clarify.”

Huh? Go back? Haeight looked at Teirn.

“What about Aishe? The undead?”

“Don’t concern yourself with that. Someone get me a [Message] scroll, now! Haeight, stay there. And forget anything I said. Aishe knows to follow orders.”

Suddenly, Teirn was no longer relaxed. Haeight saw him stride back into the Guild, and he had looked at her like—

Like he had given something away. Or was afraid he’d said something—

Only a Veteran Hunter?

He hadn’t even sent a squad out? Despite Aishe wanting to go?

Suddenly, Haeight realized that Ikhoven had made a terrible mistake. Or—had he? She wondered, but either way—this was her chance.

Something only a Veteran Hunter was supposed to investigate. One wouldn’t arrive from the capital even if they had a carriage or were at full gallop for at least two more days.

Haeight knew Fiskren well. She knew the tomb; Hunters rarely were assigned to the area, but she could head up into the hills there…she took a step back. Looked around.

——

“Hunter Haeight, I’ve had you reassigned to undead hunting on our borders. We’re on top of most outbreaks, but our neighbors have trouble. A Veteran Hunter is…Haeight?”

Teirn came striding back out and looked around. He hesitated—then raised his voice.

“Where is Hunter Haeight?”

The other [Hunters] paused for a second. One pointed down the road.

“She went riding hell-for-leather up towards the foothills, Guildmaster.”

“She did—what?”

The man paled. He began to shout for someone to catch Haeight—but then he got worse news. Hunter Aishe’s team was missing from their location. The Guildmaster hesitated, about to send a team to find both.

“They’re going to find out.”

He knew. He clenched his hand on the hilt of his shortsword. Then he raced back inside to send a priority [Message] to the Hunter’s Guild. He needed any Veteran Hunter they had. Before it was too late.

——-

Aishe’s squad found Haeight before she found them. She was ascending up a road and cursing when she saw rocks had fallen, and her horse was in danger of breaking an ankle. She had kicked half the stones away to clear a path when someone shouted.

“Hunter Haeight! If you were a Ghoul, we’d have filled you with crossbow bolts.”

Haeight spun—then lifted a hand as someone called down at her from the cliffside. She saw a familiar head of faintly blue-black hair. Haeight burst into a huge grin and called back.

“If I was a Ghoul, I’d expect you to open fire without running your mouth. Is that Aishe and Bearskull Squad?”

With a whoop, Aishe slid down the cliff, and five more [Hunters] appeared on the cliff, waving at her. Haeight cursed as more rocks tumbled down with him.

“Watch the rocks, Aishe! I just cleared them up.”

He embraced her one-armed and grinned.

“We’ll help you get them clear. We were going to sweep them all up, anyways. Can’t let the roads fall into disrepair. Someone might not be able to escape a zombie if not! Haeight! Hey everyone, our fancy Veteran Hunter from the capital is here! You look—tired.”

He stepped back, and a familiar look of concern crossed his features.

“Dead gods, you look thirty years old. I nearly didn’t recognize you, even though I saw the white hair!”

“Bah. I don’t look that old. You haven’t changed much.”

He really hadn’t. The [Squad Captain-Hunter] grinned self-consciously.

“I’ve been training [Novice Hunters] up. Teaching them how to trap while someone became so famous they called her team Huntsong. Huntsong. Did you really run around singing? What happened to stealth? My lessons?”

“There’s no time for stealth when you’ve got eighty zombies to put down.”

Haeight was straight-faced as his squad came down a safer route than Aishe and gathered about. They all had mountain ponies and were armed with traps and ropes, and looked like they had been living in the wild for a month.

It was Bearskull Squad—only Haeight was different. Aishe shook his head.

“And here I thought Menorome wouldn’t change you. Eighty zombies? Please. Next you’ll tell me the story of you wiping out five dozen skeletons with a bunch of Conscript Hunters is true too. Capital Hunters. Everyone, this is Dedicated Hunter Haeight. Give her all the respect; she outranks us all.”

Haeight hesitated. She opened her mouth and then just introduced herself.

His squad was a bunch of energetic local [Novice Hunters], bright, enthusiastic, and good shots. As they cleared the rubble and headed further uphill, Aishe caught her up, speaking quietly.

His team was good at stealth…but Haeight felt odd in their company. They were like…[Scouts], holding up a hand and inspecting the ground ahead of them, armed with traps and ready to bug out and disengage from any Ghoul they met that they weren’t ready for.

“We’ve had no less than six Ghouls in three months, Haeight. It’s insane. I feel like something’s up. Maybe those Crypt Lords. I caught the trail of one, and I was about to call half the Guild down on it. When I realized there might be another—well, whatever in Rhir hacked them up was either a Gold-rank adventurer, or it’s out there. But Teirn didn’t want us to investigate. He said leave it all up to a Veteran Hunter, and I thought one might take ages to arrive. I read your letters, and they seem like pieces of work.”

“Six Ghouls?”

“Six Ghouls, thirty-two zombies. Two of ‘em bear zombies. Nasty, nasty. Remember the Ghoul we killed? Have you had to kill any yourself?”

Haeight looked at Aishe.

“I’ve killed at least eleven Crypt Lords. None solo, but I’ve been in a melee and had to help take them down. I don’t know how many Ghouls I killed. I fought a Mothbear Ghoul, and it nearly wiped my squad.”

Aishe blinked at her and then laughed uncertainly.

“Haeight! I heard the story of a Mothbear Ghoul—that must have been insane. I want to know what kind of trap you used on that. But the Crypt Lords? Come on. Let’s be serious, now.”

In that moment, Haeight realized—Aishe was never going to believe she’d actually done that. Bearskull Squad was giving her similarly incredulous looks.

Their experiences and hers as Hunters were…literally incomparable. Fighting sixty skeletons in the Lightless Canyons with raw recruits?

That had been insanity even by the Capital Guild’s standards, but Haeight had done it. Aishe? Aishe would have refused on the spot. But months of Menorome had changed Haeight.

Suddenly, she thought she understood why Teirn had laughed at the idea of letting Aishe back her up. Haeight stopped Aishe as he pointed uphill.

“We’re almost at the Tomb of Fiskren. That’s where we think whatever our quarry is. We’ll be on hand signs when we get up there—proper stealth. No games. It might be a Greater Undead. Maybe even a damned Draugr. We’re ready to bolt, but I wasn’t going to wait for backup. I’m glad you made it though, Haeight. Got a preference for how we approach things?”

“Aishe…maybe you should fall back. To tell you the truth, I’m not qualified for this hunt any more than you are. Teirn wanted a Veteran Hunter, and I’m not one. It was a mixup that sent me here.”

Aishe turned to Haeight, surprised.

“It was? Then you can at least help us scout and tell the Veteran Hunter what it is!”

“Maybe not. Aishe—it could be really dangerous. This…isn’t like a regular hunt that you know. I think it could be truly dangerous. I have to find out what it is. But you and your squad aren’t ready.”

His familiar, happy look turned into one of shock and then hurt. Then annoyance.

“I don’t know what you’ve done in Menorome, Haeight, but that’s something to tell a fellow Hunter. I don’t care if you’re Level 29 now—a squad is better than a solo [Hunter].”

“Aishe. I’ve killed a Crypt Lord with my axes.”

He paused. Bearskull Squad was listening to the two argue, and Aishe adjusted his hat before turning back to her.

“I understand you’ve done that.”

Haeight held out a hand, trying to make him understand. She looked into his earnest eyes, and he recoiled slightly. He was a good Hunter. But he didn’t understand. Haeight kept speaking.

“I have killed undead. Myself. The last mission they sent me on was to kill over twenty zombies, Aishe. I didn’t set any traps. I didn’t prepare. When I found them, I just got off my horse and walked at them. Then I cut them up. I had mithril-edged axes, it’s true. But I would have done that with pure steel.”

She showed him her axes, and his eyes widened when he saw the beautiful metal. But then he stared at her like a stranger.

“—What happened to you, Haeight? I never taught you to fight like that. No one did.”

“That’s how we fight in Menorome. The scope is different, Aishe. The Guild will send me on missions where I could die. We don’t have time to set traps. We are overworked—and whatever is up there is so dangerous that Teirn would rather we wait and call for a Veteran Hunter. They aren’t jokes. I saw one of them kill two Draugr in less than a minute.”

He was shaking his head, unable to even really understand what Haeight was saying.

“Haeight. Haeight. Is this bravado or…let’s say you’re telling me the truth. None of this is impressive. It sounds desperate. It sounds insane. But if you think I’m going to turn around—if there’s something scarier than a Draugr up there, all of Fiskren should know about it.”

He began striding forwards. Then he swung around, eyes suddenly suspicious.

“Do you know what’s up there? Haeight?”

The rest of his team were suddenly eying her with clear wariness. Haeight didn’t begrudge them. She just tilted her head back. Snow had frosted the tops of the hills, and she stared up.

“No. But I must know. Aishe. I’m begging you, stay back. I’d rather hurt you and your team than watch you die.”

If it was even a pack of Ghouls and they fell on him—Aishe looked at Haeight in disbelief. Then at the axe she raised.

“Drop it, Huntress.”

One of the other [Novice Hunters] aimed a crossbow at her. Haeight stepped forwards fast—and Aishe shouted.

“Don’t—”

The bolt discharged, and Haeight stepped out of the way. It shot past her shoulder and thunked into the ground. Her boots crunched in the snow as the [Novice Hunter] stared at her.

Bearskull Squad’s mouths fell open. Even Aishe looked stunned.

“You dodged a crossbow bolt? Was that a Skill?”

“No. I told you, Aishe. It’s different. More different than you can imagine in the capital. Just back down, please.”

She aimed one hatchet at him, and he looked at her like some stranger. Then he drew his sword, rolling away. He came up and slashed at her.

She knocked his blade straight down into the snow with all the force she had. Brought the other axe up. Haeight let it hang over his head.

He had never really tried to fight another [Hunter]. He was cautious. Haeight was used to putting her entire weight into a blow.

Perhaps Aishe was still better and more skillful than she was, or Teirn. But their attitudes…Haeight looked into Aishe’s eyes as he raised his other hand.

“Aishe, fall back. If I find anything, I will tell you.”

At last, she thought he understood the gap that had appeared between them. The outrage in his face was now confusion, even a kind of pain as he looked at this woman whom he had known.

Hunter Haeight of Menorome felt the wind blow, and snow whipped up into the air as Aishe tugged his blade free from the ground and eyed the chip in it. He turned to the foothills and the sparse trees hanging with near-black pines and the hill that housed the Tomb of Fiskren. His [Novice Hunters] were holding their crossbows, unsure whether they should aim at Haeight or back away.

“Bearskull Squad…let’s get out of Huntress Haeight’s way. We’ll clear our camp. Fix up the road. Someone’s got to do it anyways. Then…”

Aishe mumbled as he looked sideways at Haeight. She was about to ask him to take her horse so she could go on foot. But then Haeight felt something run down her spine.

A sudden, terrible premonition. She glanced up—and the bare, snowy landscape was no longer empty.

At first, she only noticed the scrap of waving cloth. It might have been a scarf—it hung from the slight figure’s shoulders as it stood there. But then her eyes picked out the yellow from the white, snowy backdrop.

The skeleton stood so still that it was almost invisible at first. What gave it away was that piece of cloth.

Just a skeleton. Naked, showing its bones and ribs to the world. One of the lower ribs was broken—and it had a long sword on its back.

Wait—naked? Why would you think that of a skeleton? Haeight went still—and she had no idea why she thought ‘naked’ fit.

Perhaps, because it thought it was naked. The skeleton’s odd scarf blew—and two flames in its eyes glowed with a strange, violet light.

It looked like the light shimmered, caught the air as if the fire itself reflected the greyscale world around it. It just stood there, and Aishe saw it too.

“—Skeleton. Is that the undead…? Watch out, there might be a squad!”

Bearskull Squad swiveled to track the skeleton, but it didn’t move. Haeight was frozen. She slowly began to holster her hatchets—reach for her crossbow—then she hesitated.

She kept holding the hatchets. The skeleton was a thousand paces uphill. But—

“Aishe. Does your camp have any defenses?”

“Sure. Plenty of traps.”

“Walls?”

He looked at her. She was so tense—Aishe was scanning for other undead.

“No.”

“Then get on your horses. We’re running. Now.”

“Haeight? It’s just a skeleton—”

“That’s not a regular skeleton. Look how it’s standing. It’s watching us. That’s a Skeleton Captain. No…”

It wasn’t like anything she had ever seen before. The skeleton put one hand on its chin and adjusted its skull left and right. Then—it drew the blade on its back.

A longsword. So old that even from here, Haeight could see rust on the blade. But it looked as though someone had tried to maintain it.

“You’re seeing things. Everyone, get to your mounts.”

Haeight saw Aishe aim with his crossbow. She slapped his hand down.

“Don’t—”

“Haeight!”

She knew. It was some kind of sense she had gotten from fighting undead that he lacked. She knew, even as the skeleton walked slowly downhill, feet leaving a faint trail in the snow.

She knew it had killed the Crypt Lords. How, she couldn’t have said. She only felt it. The personality that came out of the skeleton walking with a blade held at its side, almost like a dignified warrior waiting for his opponents to make the first move.

And Aishe did. He lifted his crossbow.

“[Enhanced Accuracy]. [Long-Range Shot]!”

He locked onto the skeleton and fired a bolt straight at its skull. It was a good shot. The steel-tipped bolt should have gone straight through the skull and fractured it, if not outright punched through given the range.

…The skeleton knocked the bolt out of the air. Its longsword moved, slapped the bolt aside, and returned to position so quick that Haeight barely saw it.

“What—what was what?”

No one in Aishe’s squad had ever seen a skeleton parry a crossbow bolt. Haeight’s trick with the bolt from earlier looked like stage magic versus the real thing.

“Bearskull Squad—fire. Get on the horses—”

They loosed, and Haeight made a sound in her throat. She saw the skeleton sigh. As if it were disappointed.

Five crossbow bolts shattered as it cut them all down in a dizzying pattern. Then—it tensed, crouched, and leapt.

“Run!”

Haeight screamed. Aishe was still turning, thinking he had time. The skeleton was high on the hill. But then he looked up as a shadow passed overhead. It came down on them, leaping hundreds of feet, sword falling as it swept like a delicate bird made of bone.

A master with the sword. It landed—parried Haeight’s axe with its sword, jarred the axe from her grip, and caught it.

The violet flames seemed to grow brighter as it inspected the axe. Satisfaction?

[Whirlwind of Blades]!

The skeleton backed up, parrying the swings from her axe with the one it had taken from her. It stepped back, diverting each swing—Haeight swung the crossbow up in her free hand and fired.

The skeleton leaned out of the way of the bolt at point-blank range. Then it jumped—and kicked her.

Haeight’s horse screamed as its owner hit it, and both went crashing down in the snow. Haeight’s other axe lay in the snow, and the skeleton discarded the sword to pick it up. It held the two axes, swinging them, appreciating the balance of the blades.

Then it turned, and Aishe’s sword slammed onto one shoulder. The skeleton hadn’t even bothered to block it. It looked at him, and he stared at the place he had brought down his sword.

The faintest nick in its bones. The Skeleton Lord lifted one axe. Cut a crossbow bolt in half.

“Retrea—”

It swept an axe through his neck and beheaded Aishe as Haeight got up. A pure strike, as she and Aishe had done so many times to zombies. Then it turned—and threw her axe straight through one of the [Novice Hunters]’ chest.

“No!”

“Get on your horses and ride!”

Haeight screamed at them. She saw the skeleton turn as she drew a backup knife and pulled herself onto her horse’s back.

“Scatter! Get out of—”

She knew it now. Skeleton Lord. Greater Undead. Thinking undead. Prideful, a master at arms. A leader of its kind. No wonder it had slaughtered the Crypt Lords.

—It didn’t want competition. The Skeleton Lord pointed at Haeight—and she felt the earth tremble.

Then she saw the dead rising. Digging themselves out of the earth. Zombies tearing upwards. Skeletons emerging from deep snow.

They were surrounded. This was an ambush, and they had walked into it! A zombie began running and leapt at Haeight. She stabbed it mid-air, punched, and it fell down before scrambling up.

They were blocking the road down. The Skeleton Lord was bending down. The [Novice Hunter] it had killed was already rising, eyes glowing as it hunched.

A Ghoul? Reanimating in seconds? The Skeleton Lord pointed, and the Ghoul dashed after its former friends. But the Skeleton Lord was inspecting Aishe’s body. He would not rise immediately. Headless…

What was it doing? Haeight looked down the road and saw skeletons armed with bows and ones with ancient spears waiting.

“Up! Up! They’ll butcher us! The way it came!”

There were four [Novice Hunters] left. Two panicked and went downhill, thinking they could bypass the barricade.

An arrow sprouted from one’s eye. The other fell from their horse with a scream as two bounding Ghouls leapt on it. Haeight heard the scream fade as she urged her horse uphill.

The Skeleton Lord had expected them to flee south. Not up, where they were pinned against the hill. The rest of the undead followed the three Hunters. They were only delaying the inevitable.

They should be dead. Haeight was urging her horse uphill as it charged, screaming. It was outrunning the Ghouls, and her hand-crossbow shot the former [Hunter] through the shoulder, sending it reeling. She had no time to reload as another leapt at one of the [Novice Hunters]; Haeight threw it and lost her weapon, but the screaming [Hunter] survived as the Ghoul bounced off the horse’s side and landed in the snow. Alive, another second.

The Skeleton Lord should have them in a moment. What was it doing? It was kneeling over Aishe and—

Removing his armor. It slowly attached one of his armguards to its body. It was putting on armor. The naked skeleton was more concerned with its appearance than them.

They had minutes. Haeight raced her mount uphill as the two remaining [Hunters] screamed.

“Ghouls! I don’t—the bear traps—”

“Aishe is dead! They’re all—”

“Silence!”

They were panicking, wide-eyed. Two-thirds of their squad were dead. Haeight knew how they had to feel. But they were all dead unless…

It had her axes. She snapped at the nearest [Hunter], a boy with sandy hair.

“Do you have a backup weapon?”

He handed her his sword. She took it; it would do her more good.

“Load your crossbows. Put down those Ghouls. Deploy the bear traps, but don’t slow for anything!”

“How?”

They had most of their traps at camp, and the rest were lashed to their horses. Haeight slashed at one, wrenched the jaws open—then hurled it as another Ghoul ran at them.

They were faster than average. She nearly snapped the trap over her hands, but had the satisfaction of watching the trap close on the undead’s head. It dropped, clawing at the trap—but the zombies were running too.

We are dead. Since she had no crossbow, Haeight looked ahead. They were ploughing through the snow now. The foothills rose around them, too steep for them to easily summit.

It didn’t matter, either. That Skeleton Lord had jumped hundreds of feet in a moment. They hadn’t a chance of outrunning it.

There was only one thing keeping Haeight from finding a wall so she could put her back against it and die fighting. And that was a connection she had made in the back of her mind.

The tomb. Guildmaster Teirn. The Skeleton Lord. A drunken [Hunter] had…

Cara’s stories of Afiele.

It came together in one moment of terrible insight. Haeight led the two [Hunters] through the snow. Then—she saw it.

The Tomb of Fiskren was set into the hill itself. Built into the very stone, carved by ancient people of Noelictus for their honored dead. It had been long closed. They said it would only open when the very dead of Noelictus rose to defend their homeland.

But those were ancient tales, and those times were long over. Now, they were just beloved relics. Memorials. Dangerous if a [Necromancer] got inside. But they were sealed with such magic…

The huge blackmetal doors were open. Cracked open, and snow had blown inside. Haeight halted for a second—and the two [Hunters] stared at it.

“How—?”

“Inside. Bar the doors!”

Haeight ran her horse at the door, but it balked rather than go inside. She leapt from the saddle and ran inside. She didn’t even have a torch; she just threw herself against the doors.

“Close it! Close it, or we’re dead!”

The other two [Hunters] joined her. One whistled for the horses, but the animals refused to go into the dark.

They died as the [Hunters] shoved at the doors, closing them inch by squealing inch of metal on stone. Then the horses rose, and hands grabbed at the doorway, dead bodies tried to push—

The doors slammed shut, crushing some of the reaching hands and even a head. Haeight felt for a door-bar and realized—there was none. She felt them pressing against the door, but it seemed to have locked.

“The tomb. We’re inside the tomb? This can’t be happening.”

“This is the secret of the Hunter’s Guild of Menorome.”

Haeight spoke quietly, and the two [Novice Hunters] stared at her. One had tears on her face.

“You knew?”

“Not until this moment.”

The woman saw nothing in the darkness. She fumbled with her belt.

“Does anyone have flint and tinder? We need light.”

It took them minutes to light up the area as they stood, facing the door. Outside, the pounding, faint through the thick metal, died down. The undead seemed to realize they couldn’t get through the doors. Haeight finally saw why when a light flared and one of them illuminated a torch.

The door was barred by more than just time or rust. It had been a miracle anyone forced them open—because the bones and silent bodies pressed against the door were literally weighing it shut.

The instant one of the [Hunters] saw them—they screamed. Haeight grabbed her and clapped a hand over her mouth. Then the torchlight flickered over…

Corpses. The doors were twenty feet tall and huge. You could have driven wagons through, side-by-side. But on this side of the door—the dead bodies were piled up, reaching, pushing, bones and long-rotted flesh—

Leaning on the door. Haeight saw empty sockets, staring—hands grasping at the metal, blackened, literally melted to stumps. Pressed against the double-doors futilely…

Until at last they had opened. And the irony was the doors had been pulled open; one mind among the thoughtless dead had finally figured out what was wrong and heaved the doors open, ignoring the magic burning the other dead apart. Pulling back all that weight enough to slip out.

“Wh-what happened?”

The boy who had given her his sword shone the torch around, aiming the crossbow right and left, clearly expecting the bodies to move. Haeight stared at them—then the door and saw the blackened residue she had taken for the metal.

“It looks like there was a spell on the inside to keep them from leaving. But hundreds—thousands of corpses overloaded it. See how they’ve been literally melted? Until the Skeleton Lord—they just threw themselves at the seal. It must have opened the door and broken the magic. Or the spells just faded.”

“Undead? But the tombs are supposed to be where they rest! They can’t rise from the tombs!”

That was what Haeight had always thought. But the proof—she turned, and then she saw the tombs.

Sarcophagi, coffins—they were neatly placed on the ground, side-by-side in rows with openings every ten coffins for you to walk by. A way to place the graves together as economically as possible, for space.

—Of course, that was only on the ground. Which was why there was a second floor and third, and the coffins filled the Tomb of Fiskren. Haeight saw more floors as she stared down a great shaft cut into the hill. A long, diagonal shaft that had no bottom she could see.

Floors of bodies, stretching down, below the [Hunters]’ feet. Down and down, cut into the hill itself. A resting place forever…

But the undead had risen. Lids were smashed from the inside, knocked to the ground—Haeight’s vision ended mercifully at only a hundred feet, thanks to the weak torchlight. But she saw that maybe one in ten coffins had been opened.

One in ten. And there were thousands in sight. More still—beyond. More and more, without ending.

Enough undead to drown Menorome in corpses. Enough to create a second dread army for Az’kerash if he were alive.

It was the most terrifying thing that Haeight had ever seen. But it should not have been. The dead should have been resting. By magic. By ritual.

What was going on? No, that was the wrong question. How long had the Guild known? And—

“How are we going to get out of here? You two—think. Have you ever heard of the Tomb of Fiskren having multiple exits? Entrances?”

“What? Huntress, what are you—Aishe is dead. They’re all—that was a Skeleton Lord.”

Haeight turned, and two children—fifteen, fourteen?—were staring at her. Too young. She realized they weren’t even thinking.

“Focus. What are your names?”

“Hunter Fitz.”

“Hunter Leitne. Novice Hunter.”

Haeight nodded.

“Fitz. Leitne. Focus on surviving for now. Don’t think of Aishe.”

She wasn’t. They looked at her as if she were a monster, but she had literally blocked it from her mind.

They were all dead, soon. Very soon. They had no horses, no food, and unless Haeight was wrong—

She was not. She heard more pounding begin behind them…and squeezed her eyes shut and heard a scraping sound from the floors below.

“Fitz. Shine your torch down. Leitne, don’t look at the doors. The tomb is not…empty.”

The boy held his torch forwards—and Haeight saw what she was afraid of. Glowing eyes. They were down there.

Mindless zombies banging their heads into walls. Skeletons roaming around and looking up, noticing the light.

This was where the Crypt Lords had come from. This was where all the undead kept coming from. The tombs! Haeight was screaming in her head—then she realized Leitne was actually screaming.

She slapped the [Huntress]—and grabbed her arms, forcing her to aim down.

“Fire, Leitne! Fitz, give me the torch. You two, fire and knock as many down as you can!”

“There’s nowhere to run! Huntress—”

“Then we fight until the doors open or they overwhelm us! Would you rather sit down and die?”

Haeight turned with sword and torch in hand. The two [Novice Hunters] flinched as she stood there. They were coming. Flooding up the stairs, not as coordinated as the Skeleton Lord. Good. She saw few Ghouls.

The Skeleton Lord must have eaten all the death magic. They were incredibly rare. That meant few Ghouls. The one outside might be stronger than regular Skeleton Lords. She had heard they were the closest thing to Revenants—sentient undead that had Skills.

The thought of that one reaching a town made her blood run cold. It would raise an army. Could anyone even hurt it? Gold-rank adventurers? But it would have countless minions and try to raise a larger army by butchering town after town.

It was something a Named-rank adventurer would drop everything to stop. But she couldn’t kill it. Haeight stood on one of the ramp leading downwards and lifted her torch. The gaping mouth of a zombie filled her vision.

She ran it through the head with her sword and kicked it down into its fellow undead. Another zombie actually went tumbling down, down, floor after floor, bouncing and taking more undead with it.

“They’ll surround us once they realize this isn’t the only ramp. Leitne, draw your weapon. Fitz, take her bolts and cover us. Fight.”

She didn’t swing her torch and risk damaging it. Once it died—they died. Haeight just brought the sword down again.

Aishe was dead. They were dead. She hacked through a zombie’s neck, kicked a skeleton in the leg.

“[Mighty Swing]!”

—Cleared them away. The two [Novice Hunters] were screaming, fighting—and Haeight was listening. Listening to the pounding on the door.

She had heard two tremendous impacts. Then—silence. The blows had shaken the doors, but the ancient metal hadn’t even moved.

That had been the Skeleton Lord. Even it couldn’t get through. And if it couldn’t—

Haeight was now counting. Counting, as a zombie bit into her arm. Feeling the steel sword grow slippery in her grip as she bashed the hilt through another face. Wondering how long the blade would last as it dulled.

How long she and the two [Novice Hunters] could fight for. Bolts would run out first. They would take wounds. They had four healing potions. Even if their blades broke—they could throw the dead down until they were overwhelmed or bled out.

“At least an hour. At least an hour—it will leave. We can only open those doors once it’s gone.”

Liente and Fitz turned to her. Haeight stood there, head bowed, waiting for the next undead to reach her. She was breathing so calmly.

“I will get you two out of here if I can. I am Hunter Haeight. I will slay every zombie in this tomb if I must.”

She descended, blade in hand. The restless dead stared at her, mouths gaping wide, their glowing eyes reflecting her torch’s fire. They bit her. Clawed at her. She swung the blade one-handed. Then handed the torch away and swung with both hands.

She had done this for months. They bit her armor, but it was just human teeth. They tore at her—but she wore the armor of Hunters. She bled—

She would not die for losing blood. Only her head mattered. When she lost the strength in her arms, she just shoved them off the ledges. They tried to drag her down—she stared down at drops hundreds of feet deep.

She had seen it before. Death. The [Hunter] threw a Ghoul leaping at her into the void. She thought she was humming. She was no [Singer], but she swung that sword, counting in her head.

…a hundred and ninety-nine seconds….

…two hundred…

…two hundred and one….

Every time she got to a thousand, she reset. Then lost count of how many times she had reset. Her arms stopped working, and she drank a healing potion until they moved.

Counting down the time until her death. Huntress Haeight stood there, the undead drawn to her like moths to a candle. Even when she stood in darkness and the two desperate [Hunters] shoved the melted remains aside—dragged at the doors to pull them open—

She was still smiling, blood and gore covering her face in a mask. Not for the pain. Not for her death. Not for her dead friends.

But just because she now knew the truth. Part of her forgave them all. The other half was so angry, but she lifted the sword.

“This is my indulgence of wrath.”

And she drove it down until the blade snapped. Then kept striking again and again. Until they dragged her—

——

When the doors of the Tomb of Fiskren opened once more, three hours had passed.

Three hours was as long as the [Hunters] inside could wait. None of them knew how long it had been. It felt like three years.

They were bleeding. Leitne was clutching at her wrist. Something had cut her across her artery. If she didn’t hold it—she would bleed out in spurts of blood and die within the minute.

Fitz was slashing with his sword as skeletons with clattering bones tried to advance. Leitne stumbled out into the snow first. Then Haeight.

She was covered with so much filth that she left a trail in the pristine snow. The hilt of the sword Fitz had given her was a twisted bit of metal.

She was still smiling, though. A weary smile. She had fought until the healing potions, all four, were gone. They had given them to her, and her body felt like it was trying to deconstruct itself.

Too much healing. There was a limit—Haeight had passed it.

Her head was flashing. She trailed with each step as Fitz pulled.

“Almost—almost—”

The doors closed as the mindless undead threw themselves at them. He screamed as they closed on his fingers—then tore them free before they were smashed. Fitz lowered the blade, his face raked dozens of times by a Ghoul’s claws. He turned.

“We made it! We—”

His relief, his shout of triumph—went silent. Leitne fell to her knees in the snow. Haeight just sighed.

The world outside the Tomb of Fiskren was so silent. Nothing had banged on the metal doors for the last two hours. It had seemed like the undead had given up.

Any reasonable person hiding inside would conclude that. And with any other breed, even Crypt Lords, they would be right.

—But the Skeleton Lord was standing there in the snow. It had been staring up at the falling flakes and the night sky. The twin moons, blue and green, shone down on it from above, a rare clear night’s sky.

It wore Aishe’s armor, except for his hat. And it carried Haeight’s axes. The Skeleton Lord slowly looked down as an army of silent dead stirred. They formed a perfect semi-circle, boxing in the [Hunters].

“I’m sorry. We should have gone down after all. But there was no way out, either.”

Haeight turned to Fitz and Leitne. Without a word, Leitne pulled something out of the quiver at her side, emptying it.

One last crossbow bolt. She kept holding onto her wrist. Fitz had the crossbow that still worked.

“It wasn’t your fault, Huntress Haeight. We should have run the moment…no, we were just dead. Fitz, shoot me before I turn.”

The boy slowly loaded the crossbow. Then he looked at his friend. Instead, he aimed it at the Skeleton Lord. Then shifted his aim.

A Ghoul flinched—before the crossbow bolt blew out its brains. One of the undead dropped. One of the turned [Novice Hunters], laid to rest. Fitz looked at Leitne.

“I would rather do that. You’ll have to leave them nothing left. Want your sword back?”

“You’ll live longer than I will.”

She smiled at him, and Haeight looked between the two. Three hours. They were all dying, but Haeight touched the ruins of her hat.

“You are both Hunters of Noelictus. Worthy of any Guild. If either of you make it—go to Menorome. They have great need of you.”

The two young [Hunters] looked up at her, and she walked forwards into the snow. Haeight called over her shoulder.

“Don’t interfere. I think this one has rules. I’ll go first.”

Her boots crunched into the snow, and the Skeleton Lord looked at her. It raised the mithril hatchets easily—and Haeight lifted the ruins of Fitz’s sword. She tossed it into the snow, and the Skeleton Lord eyed it.

“That’s right. I don’t have a blade. Are you going to kill me without giving me a chance?”

She spoke to it. And it understood her. Haeight had never thought to speak to the undead, even a Crypt Lord. But she had seen Cara sing to them. Now—she saw the Skeleton Lord gently lift one of the mithril hatchets.

It spun into the snow at her feet. Haeight bent down and picked it up.

“Very gracious. You wouldn’t want to give me back both? They’re mine.”

It didn’t move. With a sigh, she stood taller and nearly fell over. Fitz and Leitne watched, and the silent dead. Haeight could barely lift the hatchet.

She knew how this would end. Nevertheless—she nodded and raised her blade. The Skeleton Lord actually saluted her with the other hatchet.

It waited.

Haeight threw her hatchet at it. The Skeleton Lord leaned out of the way—the blade thunked into a zombie’s head, and the undead collapsed. Haeight held her hand out.

“No more axe. Do y—”

It swung at her, a contemptuous swing with its clattering jaw, and she ducked. The blade sheared her hair and bit the top of her scalp. Took a part off—she rolled. Reached her hand out—

Missed. It struck her with a fist so hard her jaw cracked, and Haeight’s eyes rolled up. The skeleton brought the butt of the hatchet down so hard it fractured her forehead. Then it twisted—

She bit into its ribs with the hatchet. Her [Returning Throw] had called it back. She drove the blade in, biting far. Snarling.

One rib gave. Then two—

It stopped her swing with one hand. Was that respect in those flaming violet eyes? No…just amused hatred. It was not a person after all.

It hacked into her chest, and a spray of red covered the snow.

“Haeight!”

Leitne screamed. The [Hunter] fell to her knees, fingers still on her axe—

The skeleton kicked her onto her back and lifted her hatchets again. It did not offer them back. It swung the blades up, ignoring Fitz brandishing his sword. The other undead moved forwards, and Haeight realized it had only wanted to duel her. She snarled and spat at it.

The Skeleton Lord brought the axes down—and deflected the crossbow bolt. But the tip still exploded, and it stepped away as lightning arced around it.

Haeight twitched as electricity coursed through her. She felt her heart jolt—then undead screamed, and flashes of magic blew their ranks apart. Haeight rolled. A foot kicked her back so hard she tumbled through the snow.

Someone grabbed her.

“Haeight! Haeight?”

“What’s going on?”

Fitz and Leitne were crouched by the door. They should be dead—but the zombies, skeletons, and their leader had turned. Haeight looked down the hill, and someone called out to her.

“Stay there, Haeight, you idiot. It’s a Skeleton Lord. Unseal the coffin!”

That voice. It was…

Huntress Pictirm? The woman was at the head of a band of [Hunters]. Hunters that Haeight recognized.

Eighteen Veteran Hunters, some of whom looked—injured. One was clutching at their stomach where a stain was turning bandages crimson. Yet the undead were nowhere near them—and the figure was aiming a crossbow.

Pictirm had blood on her face. She fired another bolt, and the Skeleton Lord danced left. The [Hunters] shot into the undead, enchanted bolts detonating left and right.

This is a fortune—Haeight saw some of the Ghouls turn back to them, and a [Hunter] called out.

“Scroll! [Forcewall]!”

A shimmering barrier appeared in front of Haeight, Fitz, and Leitne. The Ghouls clawed at it, then resumed their attack on the Veteran Hunters. Two drew blades—Pictirm shot a Ghoul at close-range as a [Hunter] whirled a scythe and beheaded several running zombies.

They were tearing the Skeleton Lord’s followers apart. But the Greater Undead just paused, whirling the hatchets to knock aside bolts. The Veteran Hunters actually ignored it after the first volley.

As if they knew they couldn’t hurt it easily. The Skeleton Lord…should have gone charging down the hill while its followers attacked.

But it was waiting. Staring at something in the midst of the eighteen Veteran Hunters. Haeight saw it too, and her lips moved.

“What…is…”

She thought she knew what it was. A funeral coffin, the kind [Hunters] used. She had seen Hunter Dorikhem in one like this. It bore the ancient symbol of the Hunter’s Guild, the crossed bolts on the front. But this one was jet black, worn, scratched—

And it had rusted-looking chains hanging about it. Locks…and a [Hunter] was slowly undoing them, one by one. They fell into the snow with heavy thuds—and then the [Hunters] were falling back.

“The coffin is unsealed. [Remove Stasis].”

Pictirm called, and the Veteran Hunters stopped firing their crossbow bolts. They stood in the snow as the remaining zombies lurched forwards. The Skeleton Lord stood there, and Haeight couldn’t see its skull from the front…

But she thought she saw it tremble as the coffin’s lid slowly fell forwards and revealed a figure inside.

A corpse? No—he looked like one at first. His arms were crossed, holding onto his shoulders, and he was thin. Age had turned his hair white if it had ever been another color.

His skin Haeight first took to be rotted. But it was just black, what little of it she could see beneath that familiar hat and above his armor.

It looked like he wore ragged shadows, a cape with holes in it. His armor was ravaged by scars. When he opened his eyes, they looked like the same lightning that had arced from Pictirm’s first bolt.

A flash of brilliant lightning. The only bright thing about the [Hunter] who lay sleeping.

“Piortesenzth. Skeleton Lord.”

Huntress Pictirm spoke softly, addressing the figure who had been sleeping with a touch to her hat. He turned and whispered. As if unaccustomed to noise, but then his voice deepened, and he coughed to expel an age of dust and slumber from his lungs.

“So soon? I was barely asleep.”

“A younger [Hunter] was in trouble. We had to reroute.”

Those eyes swung up, and he saw Haeight. She felt that stare run through her. The man nodded.

“I see it. Rare, that they go against foes purely beyond them. Or so it feels.”

“They weren’t meant to be here. It was an accident.”

“I understand. This will not take long.”

They traded familiar words a while, but Pictirm was respectful, and Piortesenzth stared at her as if she were only a distant acquaintance. Someone he had only met once or twice before.

Then he stepped out of his coffin and drew two long daggers. The blades looked like faint silver, and Haeight realized they were mithril.

Long and curved. Almost shortswords. The Skeleton Lord only moved when it saw Piortesenzth draw the blades. It began walking down the hill, holding the hatchets at its sides.

Even the Veteran Hunters stiffened when they saw it. Pictirm almost swung up her crossbow—then forced herself to hold still.

A monster to slaughter a city descended, saluting that ancient [Hunter] like a warrior from stories.

And he?

Piortesenzth looked at the Skeleton Lord, and his dried lips pursed. He spat into the snow at its feet, and its violet eyes flared with outrage.

“Thing. You are no great warrior. Better warriors lie in this snow behind you.”

He looked at Haeight—and the Skeleton Lord leapt down at him, jaw wide with rage. A blur as it brought down the hatchets.

—It missed. Landed, swept the blades around, and whirled.

Hunter Piortesenzth was walking left, dozens of feet away. He pointed a blade at the Skeleton Lord as it whirled. It clattered its jaws—and then sound left the still, snowy foothills.

Even the sound of Haeight’s heart beating. The breathing of the two [Hunters] around her—everything. A more complete silence than she had ever known.

But she had heard Piortesenzth speak before the silence came.

“[The Hunt Began in Silence].”

The man whispered, and a hush fell. The Skeleton Lord turned left and right as he took another step—became shadows. Vanished. His quarry swept around—then, in desperation, leapt at Pictirm, blades raised.

A shadow caught it in midair, and silver blades carved through its body. A dozen cuts—three dozen—

Hundreds of cuts, so fast they appeared to be simultaneous. The bones fell, and the old [Hunter] landed.

Sound resumed. His voice drifted towards them as he sheathed his blades and began to walk back to his coffin.

“…[The Quarry Cut to Shreds].”

Even Huntress Pictirm stared a second. Then she bowed and gestured to the coffin.

“Hunter, we will take you back to the Guild right away. Thank you—we would have done it ourselves—”

“No. This wasn’t difficult. Tend to the young [Hunters]. That one—smells like you all.”

He turned back, and those eyes found Haeight as she tried to stand. Pictirm hesitated.

“Haeight? She’s not ready. She’s…she was not supposed to be here. They’ve all seen, now.”

“Well, now you must tell them. Or kill them.”

His eyes focused on Fitz and Leitne, and they shuddered. Pictirm shook her head slowly.

“We wouldn’t do that.”

She sounded—nervous, then, as if she didn’t know what he would say in reply. Piortesenzth just nodded.

“Good. Two Guildmasters ago—you would have. Tend to them. Hurry. As for the one—Haeight.”

He looked at her, and that weary gaze closed as his eyes shut. He was already leaning back into his coffin, and two [Hunters] picked up the lid. One was beginning to wind the chains around, tight, fumbling with the lock. But Piortesenzth’s voice came from within.

“…Give her a chance. For in my day, even then, few danced with the Lords of Bone and lived.”

Then the coffin’s lid shut—and Huntress Pictirm looked up at Haeight. She slowly began to trudge forwards, yanking a potion from her belt.

“You idiot, Haeight. You could have lived longer. You should have stayed.”

She strode forwards, and Haeight looked up at her.

“Is this it?”

The last thing she saw was Pictirm yanking the cork out of the glass bottle.

“No. The nightmare gets worse. And I have never woken from Noelictus’ dark dream. Welcome to the Veteran Hunters, Haeight.”

[Conditions Met: Close-Quarters Hunter → Axe Hunter of Secrets]

[Axe Hunter of Secrets Level 31!]

[Skill – Frenzy: An Agonizing Revelation obtained!]

[Skill Change – Whirlwind of Blades → Axe Art: Storm of Corpses]

——

It felt like she was falling.

Falling? Yesterday, she had been at the lowest point she could be. Hopeless.

Haeight had believed in the corruption of the Hunter’s Guild. The unassailable, contemptuous strength that the Veteran Hunters were using to abuse their rank. She would have given anything for this not to be true.

The idea that they were actually good and virtuous [Hunters]? If you could have convinced Haeight of that—she would have surely felt like she were floating on air.

…Until she wondered why they lied. Until she wondered why the younger [Hunters] were still thrown into desperate battles with no support or equipment.

The indulgences were still there. The undead were still seemingly everywhere.

The truth had been something Haeight had pursued, running after it with single-minded devotion. Sacrificing anything to find it.

Aishe was dead. The secret had come to her covered in blood. It was the naïvity of a young [Hunter] to think that would lift her out of her misery and fear.

Instead, it felt like the ground had opened up and she was falling. Falling into the Tomb of Fiskren. Falling, surrounded by corpses.

Now that she understood the nightmare that Noelictus was engulfed in? She felt a cold terror gripping at her hand, pulling her down as she struggled against it. And she had not seen it all yet.

Oh, not yet.

“Haeight. Wake up.”

The voice that drew her out of her nightmare, the half-reality where she felt like she was falling, was no kindly tone. It felt like a searing light burning down through her dreams. A stare from a second pair of suns, harsh.

Haeight opened her eyes. And she found Guildmistress Deilfec standing over her.

She was in the Hunter’s Guild of Menorome. Third floor.

Haeight knew this because the room was unlike any of the ones the junior [Hunters] had access to. It looked like the walls and ground were covered in some kind of mirror, silvery, reflecting her and Deilfec from all sides.

Haeight was lying on a bed in the center of the odd, overly reflective room. It was a strange bed. The sheets were…wet and tacky, and they seemed to adhere to her skin as she tried to sit up. Like they were made out of slime. They smelled like herbs, and as she stared at the bed’s reflection—

It looked like the base and sides were made of crystal. Glowing crystals, forming a natural base for the bed.

Her body felt warm. Overly warm, but not unpleasant. A strange vitality in her—and Haeight felt in bewilderment at her side, at her head.

Her skull had been cracked. But she barely felt any tenderness. Impossible. She’d been cut to shreds and overdosed on healing potions. She should have been here for weeks.

Perhaps she had. Clearly, she had been taken from…

Tomb of Fiskren. Skeleton Lord. Hunter Piortesenzth. Aishe. Fitz. Leitne.

Her eyes opened wide. Haeight tried to sit up again.

“Where—”

“Lie still. Your healing will take half a day. Pictirm returned you to the Hunter’s Guild. Hunters Fitz and Leitne are alive. They have been healed and reassigned to Menorome’s Hunter’s Guild after being sworn to secrecy. Hunter Aishe and his squadmates have been put to rest. Their bodies returned to the Guild of Fiskren. The cause was a massive Ghoul attack. Eighteen. Guildmaster Teirn is handling the situation. It was his error, in part. Hunter Ikhoven has been punished for his failures.”

Deilfec delivered the news as if she were reading from a report. It came at Haeight so fast she had to lay there and listen, taking it in.

“But why—”

“Ikhoven? He should have forwarded it to a Veteran Hunter. He may have simply been incompetent and missed the wording. Or perhaps he thought this was a way to rebel himself. Your death would lie on him—Hunter Aishe disobeyed orders, so I have not factored that into his punishment. And you [Hunters] love to seek the truth. It’s why it works like this. Now. You’ve found it.”

Deilfec was moving ahead of Haeight, speaking as if she’d done this a thousand times. She stood there, a frail, thin figure, skin scarred, hairless, eyes bulging wide without eyelids able to fully close over them. And there was her gaze, which burned air and flesh…

She looked down, and for the second time, Haeight flinched but felt no pain. Deilfec whispered.

“Congratulations, Veteran Hunter Haeight. Hunter Piortesenzth personally approved your promotion, and you have doubtless hit Level 30. Report your class and Skills. Then, I will begin inducting you into your new rank. That is one of my main tasks.”

Haeight lay there, trying to keep up. Deilfec didn’t press her. She just studied Haeight’s head, jaw, and the places where she’d been wounded.

“I—I am a Level 31 [Axe Hunter of Secrets], Guildmistress. My new Skills are [Axe Art: Storm of Corpses] and…[Frenzy]? [An Agonizing Revelation]?”

Deilfec’s eyes darted to Haeight’s face.

“Intriguing. A class fit for someone like you. I would have thought you’d become a berserker or stalwart-type. I know your axe art. A melee of strikes, each one as strong as your old [Mighty Swing]. You’ll be useful fighting low-level undead. As for the frenzy…I know the base Skill, not the version you have. So long as you’re sane, we’ll use you. I will peruse the Guild’s records tonight and refer you to any documentation on the Skill we have.”

She sounded so—organized. It was like Haeight was getting a lesson from a senior [Hunter], and she listened hungrily. There was no way to know what a Skill did outside of experimentation, but she already had an idea of her new capstone Skill. Powerful. It sounded like she could have wiped out the skeletons or any number of undead hordes with it alone.

It’ll make my work far easier. But am I going to do it? Was that Skeleton Lord—

“What about the Tomb of Fiskren? It was opened, Guildmistress. We sealed it—sort of—but any intelligent undead will just pull the doors—”

Deilfec’s smile was mirthless, and it stretched her lips, revealing surprisingly white teeth given her corpse face.

“Pull, not push. The bane of idiotic undead. I am aware. Pictirm re-sealed the door and applied the best ward spells she had. Someone—Teirn—will check on it, but it is settled for now. Fitz and Leitne told me you killed hundreds of zombies and skeletons. That will buy us time before something else comes out.”

“The entire tomb needs to be purged. There are tens of thousands of graves at least.”

“Eight hundred thousand.”

Deilfec’s soft correction made Haeight’s blood run cold.

“That’s an army to drown all of Noelictus. It has to be—every single Guild needs to go and—”

“Haeight. Lie still.”

The [Hunter] was trying to sit up, but she was tangled in the wet sheets, and Deilfec spoke too-calmly.

“It needs to be cleansed by fire and blade. Yes. And yes. If we have time, a lull, we will. A Skeleton Lord rising from there is a threat we will not ignore. But it will keep. The trap spell burnt out, which was how a Skeleton Lord emerged in the first place. If one rises again—it will touch those doors and disintegrate. For now, Fiskren is secured.”

Haeight looked at Deilfec, and her questions only mounted. She lay back again.

“…What is this bed?”

It was a stupid question, but the sheets were uncomfortable the longer she lay in them. Deilfec nodded at them.

“Undersea cloth. Eir Gel blankets, woven by Drowned Folk. The stuff that goes into your healing potions? Infused into the very cloth. We have two beds and rooms like this. Your bed frame is made up of healing crystals from Salazsar. Few places in the world could heal you this well with a bed alone. Only the Blighted Kingdom or a handful of other locations have the means.”

She had never even heard of a bed like this. Crystals from the Walled City of Gems? Blankets from the reclusive Drowned Folk who sailed under the sea? Haeight stared upwards.

“I’m on the third floor. This…room?”

“Mirrors enchanted to reveal poison or other wounds. The mirrors also reveal falsity. In case you weren’t actually Haeight. There was a time when we had to ensure no [Hunters] gifted by blood and fang were put here. Or they would die from the silver.”

Silver? It was a potent tool against undead and disrupted death magic. Hunters gifted by…?

Deilfec noticed Haeight’s confusion and clicked her tongue.

“You can ask about the lore of old monsters and peruse our records later, Haeight. You have the run of the third floor now. But you must know the rules and agree to the terms of being a Veteran Hunter. Speak none of this to your friends. Not Ceinra, not Withrel, not Greina. It is for their good, the Guild’s, and this is a secret of Noelictus, sworn to the throne itself. Break it—and I will kill you. Do you understand?”

Haeight realized that the reflection of Deilfec…was shrouded. A faint pall hung over her, as if she were surrounded by something, an ominous…when she looked at the woman, she just saw Deilfec.

And those eyes—Haeight hesitated.

“What if I refuse?”

“Then we will take away your memories. Another ability we possess. I would not suggest you take that route, Haeight. Few are left unscathed. You have no choice, do you understand? You wanted to know what was happening here. You wanted to find out whether we’re corrupt or traitors. Well, you will know and tell no one. Why do you think not a single [Hunter] has ever told their juniors and friends what was going on here? I will be watching you—and you will understand why we do this soon enough.”

Deilfec kept checking to make sure Haeight was listening, and the [Hunter] had to nod.

“I understand, Guildmistress. But—”

“You may debate me later. Thousands have tried. After your first official mission as a Veteran Hunter. For now, keep your mouth shut and assume I know every trick you’d pull. From writing notes to hinting. By all means, tell your fellow [Hunters] you’ve made Veteran and that you cannot speak. Fitz and Leitne are sworn to silence as well. They will be running tasks for Veteran Hunters and under my supervision until they can formally be inducted.”

No loose ends. If Haeight hadn’t witnessed Piortesenzth and Pictirm fighting, and she had been given this speech without context, she would have feared the worst.

Instead, she just thought of another question to ask.

“Guildmistress…am I going to be punished for disobeying orders?”

That seemed logical, but Deilfec wasn’t stabbing her with her eyes—and she smiled in actual amusement.

“After watching your comrades die and fighting until you were nearly dead? How should I top that? No, Haeight. Your role is punishment enough. You and I will be more cordial from now on. I am not a kind [Hunter]—but now I will answer your questions. If you need armor or weapons, I will grant them to you within reason. If you have suggestions, I will listen.”

Everything she had not done for regular Hunters. Why?

“Why not before?”

Haeight’s eyes sparked with a shadow of the intensity of Deilfec’s gaze. The Guildmistress replied coolly.

“Hunter Tagil already told you, didn’t he? You levelled. You hit Level 30 before turning twenty, Haeight. Few nations in the world can level their [Soldiers] so fine. Rhir would applaud us—they’ve stolen our methods. The King of Destruction can only match us with his soldiers, though his armies are more numerous. The Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus is one of the most dangerous fighting forces in the entire world, even if our numbers are never enough. And it is all because you are needed.”

“To put down undead.”

She still had to see it. Deilfec nodded and noticed Haeight’s eyes were fluttering. She still needed to rest, so the Guildmistress straightened.

“I will find you tonight once more. Rest, Haeight. As soon as you can fight—you will be needed.”

That was all Haeight could ask, so she laid her head back on the strange-smelling pillow without another word. As she heard Deilfec walking off, Haeight had one last question.

Not a great one, but she called out.

“Guildmistress?”

“Haeight?”

“…What is your indulgence? Are they real?”

Her eyes were closed, but she sensed the Guildmistress turn and look at her. Deilfec replied steadily.

“They are absolutely real. You may even gain some power from them, but their purpose is as you have seen them. To let Veteran Hunters unwind and balance themselves. You will also need to claim a virtue. As for my indulgence—”

Her eyes burned for one second on Haeight’s skin.

“Mine is wrath. Couldn’t you tell?”

——

It was overwhelming for the six days it took Haeight to fully recover. They had her out of the healing bed after one day—because someone else needed it. Haeight was ordered to walk and train lightly, and indeed, they gave her the run of the Guild, all three floors.

But no one told her everything. Not yet. They were waiting for her first hunt—and so it was the most painful experience, thinking of Aishe, seeing Fitz and Leitne running about—

And being unable to tell Withrel and Ceinra what she had seen.

All her comrades knew she was a Veteran Hunter, and they all sought her out. But Haeight could only say this:

“I’m a Veteran Hunter now. I can’t tell you anything. Not yet. I don’t know it all, yet. But I can’t say a word.”

“I see.”

Ceinra glanced to one side, and Hunter Loshell paused in slurping up a bowl of noodles in the Drathian style. She gave Haeight a bleak look, then tried a smile.

“At least you know, or you’ll know soon?”

She thought Haeight was lost. Or being threatened. In a way, Haeight was. The [Axe Hunter of Secrets] clasped forearms with her friend.

“Be careful. Don’t worry about me. I—think I’ll be fine.”

She glanced at Loshell too after Ceinra strode off to take another request. She’d barely stopped for fifteen minutes at the Guild, and Haeight remembered how intense the schedule was. Even wounded, they’d throw her into another mission and expect her to do maintenance or bandage light wounds on the road.

Compared to that, this felt—terrible. Now that Haeight knew it was to force the junior Hunters to level—

Loshell seemed to read Haeight’s mind and motioned her over.

“Sit down, Haeight. Eat something. I’m indulging in gluttony. Oh, and mind your tongue.”

Deilfec had already told Haeight to speak in code and never mention anything like the tombs when she was in ‘public’ in the Hunter’s Guild. Haeight sat.

“I already ate.”

“Well, eat some more. You’ll burn it away. Few [Hunters] get fat aside from those who indulge in gluttony, like me. Fitz, bring a bowl of these spicy Drathian noodles over. Then sit and have some.”

The boy did and hesitated.

“I have work—”

“Sit and eat.”

“Fitz. Are you okay?”

Loshell was doing it for her and Fitz, Haeight realized. He had a kind of dazed look, but he gave Haeight a faint smile.

Like a ghost.

“I’m—being told what’s going on, Hunter Haeight. I’m trying not to think on—the Guildmistress is giving me lots of work to keep me busy.”

“Nothing else for it. But sit a second, and both of you eat.”

Haeight had no appetite—but she took a few bites of the reddish noodles, glazed with sauce and bits of pepper, and found she could eat them slowly, savoring the vivid taste while she listened to Loshell.

“There we are. It falls to us to help Deilfec induct new Veteran Hunters. I’ll save her thirty minutes of talking. If she gets annoyed, she’ll leave Haeight with another hole in her body. Haeight, you will claim an indulgence—a full indulgence soon, and you need not go as far as I do, but it will define how you spend your time off.”

“So it is mandatory.”

“Yes. And I think you’ll not quibble…in time. Excuse me.”

The Veteran Hunter burped and patted at his lips. Haeight realized a few of the younger [Hunters] were eating fast around him and saw Ridine duck her head down.

What must she think of this conversation from the outside? Loshell’s eyes flickered to Ridine, and Haeight realized—he really did notice more than he seemed. But he kept his voice pleasant, calm.

“You’ll also take your virtue.”

“My virtue?”

Haeight had almost forgotten it being mentioned when she first came to the guild. It was not something that younger [Hunters] had to do, but Loshell lowered his voice.

“Yes. Seven indulgences. Seven virtues. Well, the original ones were stupid. They used to be the indulgences of wrath, pride, greed, lust, gluttony, envy, and sloth. To counter them—the ‘virtues’ of chastity, temperance, charity, diligence, patience, kindness, and humility.”

“I see.”

Loshell picked at his teeth.

“We don’t use those anymore. Chastity? How does that help anyone? We’ve kept some; altered others. Mine, for instance, is charity. Visc’s is companionship, what we used to call ‘kindness’. Pictirm’s is creation.”

Charity, companionship, and creation? Haeight blinked. Loshell nodded at her.

“We’ll show you later. Just think on your indulgence for now. Sloth became you, and Hunter Dorikhem fit that one. But you may wish another. Everyone gets enough rest that it’s no longer an indulgence to sleep in. Except with Pictirm.”

Hunter Dorikhem. Haeight looked up, and Fitz stopped eating and tensed. Now she remembered Dorikhem…she opened her mouth and saw Loshell’s eyes on her, warning her.

“Hunter Dorikhem. A Veteran Hunter you knew?”

“Well as anyone.”

He replied as Ridine got up and returned her tray and dishes. Haeight searched his eyes.

“…I only saw him in Fiskren when he recruited or monitored us.”

“Ah, well, he did that as part of his indulgence. Easy tasks. He got reprimanded for doing that, but he always claimed it was relaxing. And his virtue was charity, like mine.”

Relaxing. Visiting towns, listening to young [Hunters] trying to…Haeight met Loshell’s eyes.

How did he die?

The Veteran Hunter just wiped at his lips and then reached for a glass of juice beaded with droplets of condensation. He glanced out the window, and despite the falling snow, the Hunter’s Guild was warm. The younger Hunters were covered in snow and had to hack apart the undead and try to burn or bury them in the cold. They were exhausted, overworked—and he knew it.

He saw it from the second floor, and he let it continue. They all did. If they were anything like her, had ever been good and true [Hunters]…

Visc had said he had stood right where Haeight did. She had to see it. Haeight was trembling at the table, unable to pretend to be calm, and she knew her fellow [Hunters] were watching her. Wondering what they were doing to her.

“Wait and see, Haeight. Your first hunt will be one to remember. Wait and see.”

Hunter Loshell’s eyes were kind…and held something in their depths. A great truth. The whole of it.

Haeight’s trembling grew.

——

Five days later, Deilfec told her she was ready. She had told Haeight well in advance there was a hunt that Haeight could go on—if she was fit at that time.

It was surreal. The Hunter’s Guild prepared her like Fiskren’s did—like it should have.

No sudden request. No immediate transition into the next hunt.

“You will be fighting in the province of Haven, Haeight. Your foes will be bone-based. Hunter Visc and Hunter Pictirm will be your minders. They volunteered. Prepare to fight skeletons. Possibly greater variants. But mostly skeletons. Your mithril axes might need enchanting. We will prevail on an [Enchanter] if we can find one.”

Enchanting? Haeight saw Deilfec inspecting her armor as she changed. She had new armor, now.

It looked the same, but Deilfec had procured a new set for Haeight, and it was different. The leather was not fresh, but it was thicker, had an odd sheen and smell to it, and was tough. She could barely flex it.

“What is this?”

“Wyvern leather. It’s enchanted with [Arrowguard] and [Protection]. Ordinary axe blows will bruise, not cut through, and any arrow over twenty paces probably won’t pierce. Because your face is vulnerable, we have a Scarf of Arrowguard. No one wanted it.”

Probably because it was white and had been dyed with a rather floral pattern of yellow on the edges. It looked…slightly embarrassing for a [Hunter] to wear, but it at least matched with her hair, and if she tucked the pattern away, it looked fine.

“Am I allowed to have it?”

“Allowed.”

Deilfec was darkly amused.

“This is the least of what you can ask for. For now, it’s what you need to protect yourself from arrows since you dodge like a rock, according to Pictirm. Here’s your bag of holding.”

A bag of holding. A magical container for far more objects than her belt could hold! Deilfec gave her six potions of healing, three stamina potions, and told Haeight to choose as many quiverss of bolts as she wanted.

“You get six enchanted bolts from the regular stock. Take two scrolls. Anything under Tier 5. Anything higher is rationed because even we cannot replace them easily.”

Tier 4 scrolls? Six enchanted bolts? Haeight’s head hurt when she saw the racks of labeled bolts, stored in individual glass cases to prevent them going off. She felt sick even as she gave up selecting a wide variety and went with six Bolts of Fireblast, which she knew how to handle. Two Scrolls of Stonewall, very handy for blocking undead and cover.

She had more gear on than any [Hunter] she had ever met before. And this was standard? Deilfec nodded and scrutinized Haeight’s face.

“Don’t throw up in my armory, Haeight. Wait for the hunt. Then complain.”

That helped. Haeight was about to spew her fury out—and she only clung to the memory of fighting the Skeleton Lord.

Yet even then, if I had this, I’d have had more than a chance.

There were literally thousands of enchanted bolts in the armory. Maybe it was the entire collection of their ammunition, but Haeight had to see the hunt. She had to see it.

——

“Take care of Haeight, you two. I’d go, but I hate fighting skeletons. Specialists only.”

Loshell saw Visc and Pictirm off on the day of the hunt. Snow fell down heavily on the carriage that Haeight was assigned to, and she was lined up next to the two [Hunters] who talked with Loshell outside the Guild.

No one was around, so they were speaking more openly. The Veteran Hunters used the southern exit, which few [Hunters] took because it didn’t lead to any of the gates directly. It made it easy for them to both look like they weren’t in a hurry and conceal their movements.

Haeight had seen the carriages—black wheels, black windows—that the Hunter’s Guild used. They looked like any number of civilian carriages that offered paid transport along major roads. She had seen Loshell himself using them and hated him because she thought he was too lazy to ride.

Now, she realized the carriages were also hiding the numbers of Veteran Hunters. Haeight kept staring around, because no less than eighty Veteran Hunters were in six carriages. They were huge vehicles and seemed bigger on the inside than the outside.

“Stop fussing over your favorite rookie.”

Pictirm glared at Loshell, then Haeight, but she was friends with Loshell and Visc, which was why they were so often together. Loshell chuckled.

“I mean it, Pictirm. Watch out for her. Haeight, remember that a lot of Veteran Hunters don’t come back from their first hunt.”

Her blood chilled. She looked up, and his gaze was serious.

“Don’t hesitate, and don’t think this is anything you’re used to. Follow orders—you are not the leader here, just a rookie being shown the ropes. Come back alive. If you don’t kill a single undead—”

“She’s got to kill at least a handful. But yes. Let’s go already.”

Pictirm stomped her boots, then leapt into the carriage where ten more [Hunters] were already sitting. Visc shook hands with Loshell, then beckoned.

“Come on, Haeight.”

Into the carriage. The Hunters inside nodded to Pictirm and Visc. Haeight knew some faces, but not as well as the other three.

Each one a Veteran Hunter. She had never seen any hunt. But right now, they were armed and—intent.

Their eyes were sharp, and one was tuning a crossbow, another checking her mace, and a third writing a letter. Haeight realized—they were filled with bloodlust.

But they were also, clearly, trying to relax.

“We have a day’s ride ahead. Cards? You all know Haeight. She’s on her first hunt after tangling with a Skeleton Lord around Fiskren. [Axe Hunter of Secrets]. She’s got a frenzy Skill. Watch out for her.”

Visc introduced her, and one [Hunter] with an eye patch raised her head from her mace and grunted.

“Do you know how to use it?”

“I tried, but it doesn’t work outside of battle.”

“She might need to activate it with specific requirements. It’s got to do with secrets.”

“If you lose yourself, you’re a liability. This is no place for that. Keep from trying it unless you’re out of options.”

Haeight dipped her head. Another [Hunter] murmured.

“I heard about the Skeleton Lord. That’s a fun way to induct yourself into our ranks. Good job surviving, Haeight.”

Others murmured agreement. One produced a deck of cards. Haeight sat there, licking her lips as someone put down…a chunk of cheese.

“Snacks? This is the last big meal we get. Light food starting at midnight. Might as well eat if anyone’s peckish.”

Pictirm threw the cheese out a window, and three [Hunters] protested.

“I’m not smelling your gas for hours. Shut up and break out crackers or something else. Haeight, we’re arriving at midnight and setting up for one hour, tops. You don’t have any Skills that let you rest or keep your energy up. Make sure you sleep.”

“She’s a rookie, Pictirm. Probably used to wishing we were dead. She’s not going to get any sleep.”

The [Hunter] who’d produced the cheese put down a jar of what turned out to be cracked walnuts, and several of the [Hunters] began to eat and asked to be dealt in. Haeight…just sat there as Pictirm put her hat over her head with a loud grunt.

They were bantering, talking about gossip, even family or—Cara or events in the city.

“Saw one of them brigades myself, taking on a flaming house. I thought it was a sight to behold. As for the [Singer]—can Haeight get me a song crystal? They’re all sold out.”

“Don’t bully Haeight yet. Did you go to the palace? Those ghosts turn my hair. They hate us.”

“I saw. But they’ve kept Afiele and the entire region free from the dead. Are we saved or damned?”

Visc tossed a card down as Haeight turned her head. Ghosts?

“I don’t see any of the other tombs quieting down. But Agshiga told me no one wants to tell them what we’re doing. In case they decide to mince us up.”

“They’re going to find out.”

“I know. Why do you think Deilfec and Agshiga are actually attending all the banquets?”

Haeight raised a gloved hand.

“Excuse me. What’s this about ghosts?”

The other [Hunters] turned—then laughed softly. Pictirm raised her hat.

“She’s never gone to the palace. Haeight, that’s for experts. You can tour it, but I’ll trust you with my back there when Rhir’s hells are free of Demons.”

Trust her back in the…Visc looked at Haeight.

“That’s Deilfec’s domain, Haeight. If you think this hunt is bad—just remember the palace is worse.”

“How bad is this hunt going to be?”

Haeight only realized, now, that she had no idea. The other Veteran Hunters paused, and a few of them shook their heads. Eight Veteran Hunters, all armed to the teeth. All over Level 30? It was Visc who met her gaze.

“We’re headed to a place you know well, Haeight. Haven’s Tomb.”

The Province of Haven? Right next to Shorehaven? Haeight blinked. That was so far away! But the carriages were moving fast, as fast as Huntsong had gone to get them there. They were going to arrive in six hours?

She realized she didn’t know how fast they were going since the shutters were down on the carriage windows. Haeight peeked and saw the ground churning away.

“I don’t understand. The tomb was sealed off, I heard. Hunter Loshell was there, wasn’t he?”

Visc shuffled the cards.

“Yep. We left it as long as we could, but we have to go back. The rubble’s not fully collapsed. He planted a rune which will lift a tunnel for us.”

So they had collapsed the entrance to the tomb! But left a way back in? Then—Haeight looked at the [Hunters]. She remembered what she’d said to Deilfec.

The Tomb of Fiskren should be cleansed by fire and blade. But now she saw it.

“So the hunts are at the tombs.”

Visc’s eyes glinted. One of the horses attached to this carriage was his expensive charger from Izril, the proud horse he’d bought with his indulgence of greed.

“Usually around there. Often in.”

“What are we facing?”

They laughed. Laughed as they sat there, just as if it were Withrel and Ceinra. Like Huntsong.

[Hunters]. And Haeight saw how some of them glanced at the windows, tensing, trying to relax. If there was fear, they mastered it. If they were restless—they tried to rest or played cards.

The hunt drew near. And still…she had to see it. What were they hunting? Visc replied slowly.

“Skeletons, Haeight. Skeletons.”

——

The Tomb of Havens was different from Fiskren. It was what they called a ‘typical’ tomb, long and wide, having been simply extended in one direction until it was finally finished. It meant that when you entered, you would see a huge ceiling, almost lost in the darkness split by torchlight and moonlight outside.

A thousand feet to the ceiling. And just as far across. Stone coffins, sarcophagi, were sitting at even intervals, and two ramps led up along the walls where more tombs were cut into the sides of the Tomb of Havens. Occasionally, the walkways met overhead, but it was far less complex than the Tomb of Fiskren.

That—was a dire problem. For as you entered, it meant that there was a clear shot between you and whomever was on the walkways, pacing down the stone tombs, arrayed in ranks stirring, clattering with bones.

Even using the tombs and ancient stone as cover. Their eye sockets burned with colorful flames, but there was no beauty in the yellowed bones.

The Tomb of Havens was old, even by the other tombs’ standards, and moist air from the river had rotted flesh faster than other tombs. Something about how they were stored?

The result was skeletons, not zombies. Skeletal remains in the graves, in theory preserved, their magic siphoned to tend the fields, their bodies stored in case Noelictus ever had use of them.

But what if they rose? What if something went wrong and the guardians of the tomb vanished, the magic filtered in—

What if this tomb were filled with undead? Then—as rubble shifted and the first figures wearing black armor burst into the tomb, flames illuminating the Tomb of Havens—this is what they would see.

Thousands of skeletons.

More than Haeight had ever seen in her entire life. They were firing from the walkways the moment the first [Hunters] charged.

Arrows rained down like a rainstorm of death. A legion of them charged, armed with swords and shields. They were fighting in ranks, and Skeleton Captains armored in worn metal leading them forwards.

They were everywhere. There might have been ten thousand that she could see as a [Fireball] blasted forwards and struck one of the walkways. The stone held; the skeletons standing there were blown to bits. Maybe a dozen went flying or fell from the ledge.

There were many—the Hunter wavered and slowed. Her chest was constricting. She was afraid.

There were too many! She hesitated—but the [Hunters] in front of her never hesitated. They charged forwards, dozens of figures. And they came into the tomb like a falling axe.

“[Sin of Wrath: Rebuke the Dead]!”

One lifted a sword, and a shockwave hurled the first charging wave of skeletons back. Every skeleton with a bow focused on him, and hundreds of arrows sang down. But they broke—on the steel barricade three [Hunters] were pushing forwards.

They were rushing behind steel-plated wooden barricades on wheels. They parked them next to one of the first tombstones. Huntress Pictirm peeked over the top of a tombstone. She fired her crossbow, and a roar of light followed it.

The slothful Hunter was snarling. She began to shoot, yanking her crossbow’s lever back and firing crossbow bolts so fast that she was loosing one every four seconds. She was hitting the skeletons on the ledges, ducking from arrows bouncing off her cover.

“Move up! Move up!”

Then Haeight was running in the third wave. An arrow struck her arm; another swerved away from her face as her scarf trembled. She saw a [Hunter] stagger; an arrow was jutting from his chest.

It had hit him in a flash. He dropped, clawing at a potion, and another [Hunter] bent down and heaved, throwing him towards Pictirm. She snapped.

“Skeleton Marksman! Enchanted bow!”

Haeight was still running. She thought she saw a flash—

[Evasive Roll]!

She slammed against another tombstone ahead of Pictirm’s rearguard. Lay there, panting like she’d run a mile.

She’d barely gotten twenty feet inside. The chattering of skeletons was like thunder. Haeight stared back at Pictirm as the Hunter’s eyes swiveled—and found her.

“Haeight! Don’t freeze up!”

She fired—and the bolt blew through two huge skeletons coming around the sarcophagus. Haeight scrambled up—vaulted the stone coffin—

Hacked through one of the skeletons in front of her. Another blocked her axe, and she brought her other axe down—she cut into its shoulder, but the Thickmarrow Skeleton struck her with the edge of its shield. She staggered—

[Mighty Swing]!

She took its head off, then two arrows hit her in the chest like punches. She stumbled back, fell into the lid of the coffin—and used it for cover for a second.

Her armor was enchanted against arrows. It had saved her life—but her scarf couldn’t handle this many arrows!

Another skeleton leapt onto the coffin, trying to drive its spear down and run her through. She kicked, and it fell off her.

Up—she leapt forwards, slashing right, left—and found a second coffin. Haeight ducked down, cutting a skeleton’s leg off at the knee, as arrows rattled off the graves around her.

She couldn’t even get up. A rank of skeletons armed with longbows was firing, pinning down the [Hunters]. A wall of stone rose, blocking them, as [Hunters] advanced on the right side. Then someone screamed.

“[Covering Fire]! Go!”

Hunter Visc and three [Hunters] rode into the Tomb of Havens. The Hunter who embodied greed had put a steel mask over his face, and his armor was heavier than Pictirm’s and Haeight’s. And his horse wore barded steel armor from head to toe.

It had blinders on, too. The warhorse was completely blind and ran, trusting Visc to steer it correctly. They trampled forwards, and one of the [Hunters] had an enchanted torch. She leaned down, and the flames left a trail in the air, igniting the skeletons. Another was swinging a scythe left and right.

Visc headed straight for the skeletons with bows and leapt as a Skeleton Champion with a warhammer struck his horse. The animal screamed and fell—and he landed amongst the skeletons with bows.

The rain of arrows slackened. Haeight raised her head—and saw a sword cut everything around Visc in a ten-foot radius.

[Grand Cleave]! He was fighting alone! Haeight saw a column of skeletons trying to surround him. She charged—and her axes began smashing through them.

[Axe Art: Storm of Corpses]!

She tore through them, one after another, so fast that their scattering bones struck their companions, and they looked up to see the [Axe Hunter of Secrets] coming at them. She could do this! Haeight—

“Haeight! Watch out! Above you!”

She was so focused on the skeletons that she didn’t see the arm of bone until it hit her. Then Haeight bounced—caught sight of a giant as she lay there.

A giant made of bones, a huge skeleton thirty feet high, was rising. Haeight stared at it, speechless, as it swept a hand down. Visc leapt away—and Haeight saw it lumber forwards.

All the other [Hunters] ignored it. They had no—time—

“Above! Bone Crawlers!”

Pictirm switched targets. Hundreds of spider-like undead were trying to climb overhead, dropping down on the [Hunters]. Visc was getting his horse back up. He roared.

“Bone Horrors coming down the left!”

Half a dozen monstrosities, pulling their misshapen bodies, were smashing forwards with bone-scythes for limbs. A [Hunter] strode forwards with a warhammer as a lightning bolt blew one of the Bone Horrors to bits.

The Skeleton Giant was moving towards Pictirm. Haeight got to her feet. Her legs were shaking. But she threw herself forwards, hacking at its huge leg.

It was like trying to take down a tree. Her axes barely took slivers out of it—then Haeight set herself and swung like she was actually chopping wood. She took out two chunks before a skeleton leapt on her back.

It bit and tore wildly as she threw it off her. Two more charged at her, and she had to hack them down—and then the Skeleton Giant noticed her. It raised a foot—stomped—

She dove out of the way, and it crushed two ordinary skeletons. Then the giant raised a fist and brought it down. She barely ran out of the way and kept striking at the leg.

I can’t—

Haeight was halfway through and the Skeleton Giant was trying to back up when a blow sent her sprawling again. She looked up—and a Skeleton Champion with bones like grey, glossy metal raised a sword.

She blocked with both her hatchets and rolled onto her feet. It blocked one hatchet’s edge with one arm. Riposted and slashed across her armor.

She barely scratched it. Were its bones made of metal? The Skeleton Champion was the fastest skeleton she had ever met besides the Lord. They were dueling, sparks flying from its bones as Haeight tried to get at its neck. It delivered two gashes onto her armor, stepped back—

The Skeleton Giant grabbed her. She had completely forgotten about it.

It squeezed, and Haeight’s hatchets dug into her side as she screamed. Then the Giant’s skull exploded.

“[Shatterbolt Shot]! Haeight! Get back!”

Pictirm lowered the crossbow as Haeight hit the ground. The Skeleton Champion leapt back towards her, but it halted—

Visc’s blade slammed into its skull, and the [Hunter] cursed as he rode past. Five skeletons were riding undead mounts of their own, armed with lances. The Skeleton Champion fell down—then got back up, a gash in its skull.

“Get back to cover, Haeight! There’s a commander out there! Push up! Scroll! [Tidal Wave].”

Voices raised around her. She pushed herself up as a wave of water knocked skeletons flat, and—

They kept fighting. Eighty [Hunters]—no, several were down, wounded, falling back. Enchanted bolts were flying everywhere, and scrolls were being used left and right.

An invisible [Hunter] appeared as she beheaded skeletons on the walkways, vanished—and the skeletons were swinging their blades around randomly, trying to tag her.

Another [Hunter] was just standing at the entrance, arcing bolt after flaming bolt at every group of skeletons he could see. The crossbow reloaded almost as fast as he could fire—and he had two. The flaming bolts flashed in the darkness.

And they were still. Coming.

The Skeleton Champion brought its sword down as Haeight rose, and the impact nearly knocked her flat. It pointed, and three more skeletons made of the same metal bones advanced.

Ironmarrow Skeletons. They spread out as the [Axe Hunter] threw her head back. Hunter Haeight beheld the Veteran Hunters now. She saw it.

The tombs of Noelictus were all—

This was why they hoarded it all.

How long had this been happening? Why? She saw it, now, and it burned its way through her mind.

A realization.

There was the royal tomb under the palace. Ghosts! Everywhere—everywhere—their honored dead rising—

This was the Hunter’s Guild. This was how Hunter Dorikhem had died.

Haeight began screaming. She held the hatchets next to her face, writhing, consumed by the knowledge. Pictirm cursed as she tried to cover the [Hunter]. But the wail from the [Axe Hunter of Secrets] was not her breaking down.

[Frenzy: An Agonizing Revelation]. It felt like she was going insane. Even the Ironmarrow Skeletons hesitated a second. Then—the Skeleton Champion swung its blade at her head.

She buried her hatchet in its skull. Her arm rang with the blow, but she barely felt it. She wrenched the blade out, and the skeleton fell. Another Ironmarrow Skeleton backed up, and she hit it so hard the steel of her right axe gave and it cracked.

She didn’t care. A screaming [Hunter] charged, her yellow eyes glowing in the darkness. She leapt fourteen feet, clearing a grave, and landed, slashing. Consumed by a wild pain that demanded she kill and kill—

——

It burnt out after sixteen minutes. Then Haeight wobbled, stared down at two arrows jutting out of her armor, and fell onto her back.

Visc rode down, grabbed one leg, and dragged her back towards Pictirm. The [Hunter] splashed healing potion onto Haeight.

“Get up. Get up! Keep fighting! Grab a crossbow and shoot!”

Haeight sat up and began shooting her crossbow mechanically. And they kept fighting.

The Veteran Hunters pushed into the Tomb of Havens. A hundred paces. Two hundred—then they fell back as more skeletons kept coming. Waves of them. But the [Hunters] left traps behind that exploded, even summoned phantasms of monsters and raised walls of stone that forced the skeletons to climb over them or larger ones to smash them to bits.

They traded off, but even when they weren’t fighting, they were moving. Haeight didn’t realize what they were doing at first. Visc galloped right and left as she and Pictirm kept shooting, Haeight hacking down any skeletons that got close.

Then she realized what had to be done, why they were really here when Pictirm shrieked in her ear.

“Haeight! Grab the bones!”

They were picking up bones. Scooping them up in bags of holding or using spells or nets—hurling them into piles that they doused with oil.

One [Hunter] was smashing the bones of one of the Skeleton Champions to dust. Then Haeight saw it.

——

“We’re running low on potions. We have to fall back!”

A [Hunter] called out after three hours of fighting. Three. Hours.

Haeight’s six potions were reduced to one. She’d used both scrolls, all her bolts, and her right axe had a cracked blade and the wooden shaft was splintering.

They were all wounded. But the potions could heal almost any wound. It was only if they lost a limb or eye that a [Hunter] couldn’t be healed.

Or if they were dead. One was lying still, but she might be alive—they had dragged her out, away from the Skeleton Lord who had gutted her with her own knife.

A Skeleton Lord. It had gone down, blazing, as they shot every enchanted bolt they had at it. Just one—but even a regular skeleton with a bow could put an arrow through your face.

Their armor and magic didn’t last forever. Haeight’s arm was burning as she saw Pictirm look around.

“Begin the withdrawal. Prepare to collapse the tomb once more! Destroy as many bones as you can!”

“Retreat?”

They were—? Visc towed Haeight away.

“Haeight, you’re done. Get moving. Help the others get out.”

“I can fight. I can—”

She’d used her frenzy twice. Haeight stumbled, and Visc shoved her hard.

“Go!”

They were retreating. They had failed to clear the Tomb of Havens. For all the bones that the Veteran Hunters had destroyed…

There were so many more. The skeletons kept coming in waves, and Pictirm was one of the last to go. The ruined barricades and remains of the grave she had used as cover—

“Almost. Almost—if only they’d stop rising—”

“Pictirm!”

She ran with what sounded like a scream of frustration. Haeight looked back and saw how the skeletons’ numbers had thinned. Thinned…but eighty Veteran Hunters hadn’t been able to put the rest down.

As the rubble cascaded down and they’d re-collapsed the tunnel, Haeight knew the skeletons they hadn’t fully destroyed would repair themselves. They would begin turning into Greater Undead…and more corpses would animate.

——

A silent group of [Hunters] stood outside the Tomb of Havens as dawn broke. A short dawn, and they were covered in dust.

Some had blood on them, but it didn’t stand out much on their armor. Ironically, with the healing potions, they looked just a bit scuffed.

As if they hadn’t fought a war in that dark place that had nearly killed them all. Haeight was in tears. She was not the only one.

“It’s overrun. Loshell tried to do it last time. We have to clear them. We can’t keep doing this.”

Pictirm was punching the rubble. Visc just raised his voice.

“Back to the carriages. We’ve thinned their numbers. If we have to lay every skeleton to rest before the Tomb of Havens is cleared—we will. Several thousand will never rise again. Trust to that.”

The silent Veteran Hunters did not cheer. They looked—one was helping half-carry Haeight towards a carriage.

“Stand tall, Haeight. You survived your first hunt.”

“Are they all…all…like that?”

The [Hunter] smiled down at her as he wiped dust from his hat.

“No. Some are far worse. But you fought like one of us. Now you know.”

She stared up at him, and he gave her a smile filled with missing teeth. Rotted, from an indulgence of gluttony and sweets.

“I’m sorry for hating you. You should have told us. Why don’t you tell us?”

“Because it would break some. Because we need you to join us, and hatred moves you faster. Because if other nations of Terandria knew, they would burn us to dust. Every citizen would never sleep. We have done this for centuries, Haeight. It’s only gotten worse, but someday, someday, the last corpse will be cleared. Someday—”

Pictirm’s voice was filled with frustration and anger. She was almost at the carriages—when the Veteran Hunters, some barely able to walk, saw a figure trotting towards them.

“The Fieldmaster of Shorehaven. Haeight. Get inside. I’ll handle this.”

Visc stiffened and checked the Tomb of Havens. But any evidence that they had been inside was buried by the rubble.

It seemed impossible that Shorehaven had not heard—but the tomb was a different world from even the surface. Haeight, hiding her face, heard Fieldmaster Berrow speaking to Visc.

“Hunter. Are you here to excavate the Tomb? We noticed your presence.”

Visc’s voice was light, and Haeight knew that he didn’t look like he’d been fighting. He sounded so convincing.

“We attempted to remove some rubble, Fieldmaster, but we have deemed it too dangerous to continue. Especially since we might disturb the tomb itself. It will have to keep. We will attempt another dig later.”

“The folk of Shorehaven are willing to—”

“No. This is a Hunter’s Guild matter, Fieldmaster. By order of the crown, no one is to attempt to unbury it. The seals of the tomb are not to be disturbed.”

Skeletons within. They would probably try to dig out. Haeight’s skin crawled. Berrow’s voice was carefully neutral.

“—Of course, Hunter. We are ever-loyal. But if you have a moment—there is a group of skeletons, twenty-nine of them, some armed with bows. They cannot get past our walls, but they appeared two days ago. Could one of your [Hunters]…?”

Haeight stirred, and Pictirm put an arm across her chest.

“Leave it.”

“But we can—”

“Can you move? If you could, you should have fought harder in there. Don’t waste your time killing three dozen skeletons when you have thousands. Leave it.”

Outside, Visc was apologizing.

“The Veteran Hunters must return to the capital, Fieldmaster. We will forwards your request to the Hunter’s Guild.”

“I see. Thank you, Hunter.”

Then he was heading into the carriage, and his polite smile turned into exhaustion and—pain.

“Get us moving. They noticed we’re coming. Next time, we’ll have to be stealthy.”

“We’ll be back within a month. Sooner, if the ward spells tell us the skeletons are close to breaching the entrance.”

The [Hunters] sat, tired, some cleaning their wounds. Others asleep from exhaustion. It was Pictirm who muttered.

“…We need Piortesenzth. We’re just wasting time and resources if we don’t subdue it.”

“Can we subdue it? What would happen if we’d killed all the ones standing?”

Haeight whispered. Her head was lolling. She felt sick. Afraid. Visc answered for the others.

“We would have disposed of every skeleton we could—put up wards, cleared the rubble, and sanctified as many graves as we could with silver and so on before leaving.”

“Would the dead still rise?”

His eyes were bleak.

“Yes. In time. But it’s the difference between having to go back in a month or a year. Some tombs are—secure—for years if we do it right. Like Fiskren.”

Haeight struggled for words.

“But why are they activating?”

Silence. Pictirm sat there, and Haeight realized she was bleeding from her side when she put a hand down and it came up red. Someone offered her a potion, and she wearily sipped from it. Visc looked at Haeight.

“Ask Deilfec for your answers. Everyone has a theory. But what we know is—there should be guardians. A Tombwarden, a great Revenant—one sworn to defend Noelictus. They’re gone.”

A Revenant? A good one? Haeight’s mouth filled with despair at the last part.

“Why not burn the entire tomb and get rid of all the corpses?”

To that, Visc hung his head.

“…We have debated doing that, but we only put down the undead. Because they are our honored dead, Haeight. They swore to defend us, once. Swore they would be the bounty in our fields and the shields from war. Our forebears, loyal in death.”

“Oh.”

Haeight closed her eyes and realized she’d forgotten. Of course. A few more tears leaked from her eyes.

“We’ve been killing our ancestors tainted by undeath and destroying their last remains. Destroying Noelictus’ magic.”

“Yes. It’s been like this a while.”

Then, Veteran Hunter Haeight closed her eyes and slept. Slept…and wished not to wake for a while. Her soul was battered. Her body was broken in places. But she would come back. She just needed…she opened her eyes and whispered.

“I see it now. Thank you for telling me.”

——

Duchess Greina of Fiskren almost snapped the custom arbalest she carried. It was not that she was strong enough to bend Dwarfsteel and reinforced wood.

Her aura was out of control. She had learned to master it and was considered one of the youngest experts on the continent.

But not today. She loaded and unloaded the crossbow, staring at nothing.

Haeight was lost.

Her dear friend.

Her companion, who had her spirit. The one who had stayed and pledged to find what lay in the Hunter’s Guild’s heart—

Was gone.

There was a woman. They called her ‘Veteran Hunter Haeight’. She hadn’t believed Hunter Ridine when the young [Hunter] had found her through Cara and told her that Haeight was lost.

She hadn’t known about the rebellion. If she had…Greina would have gone with her team and stood against Deilfec.

It was clear now that Haeight had paid for the rebellion, even if they hadn’t executed any of the [Hunters]. What, Greina didn’t know.

Mind-altering magic. Corruption Skills. Something foul. Or maybe…

Haeight had seemed normal for a while, but she had told her friends she couldn’t speak of what she had learned. Then, she had gone on her ‘first hunt’ and changed.

The woman who had promised to reveal all no longer talked to Withrel or Ceinra or anyone else about the Veterans’ business. She went to the third floor and spoke to Guildmistress Deilfec.

She had embraced an indulgence. Sloth. She no longer went on hunts like the junior Hunters. She seemed content to while all her time away.

And she refused to say why. Greina had asked her to her face. Haeight had been dodging her, but then she had looked into those pale yellow eyes and seen an empty smile.

Her old friend was no good liar. But all she had said, to Ceinra, was this:

“Become a Veteran Hunter. Get back to work, Ceinra. That’s all I can say.”

“What did they do to you, Haeight? What happened to becoming a great Hunter?”

Greina’s hands had closed on her friend’s arm, and Haeight had looked her in the eyes.

“Go back to adventuring, Greina. Become a Named-rank adventurer. I wish you luck. I get why Hunter Dorikhem told me to quit, now. But I’m fine. Things will be…”

She never finished her sentence. Just stood back and touched her hat.

“I am part of the Hunter’s Guild, now. More, I can’t say. The Veteran Hunters have their role. You have yours. Let’s continue until the Kingdom of Shade is forever at rest.”

And her eyes looked so…so…

——

Lost.

Hunter Haeight felt like she was dreaming. The Hunter’s Guild was so pleasant these days. She ate, slept, talked, and read books of old, even.

Meeting with Greina or seeing the looks of her old friends was like needles in her back. She accepted they hated her.

She hoped Ceinra would forgive her, along with Withrel and Ridine if they ever became Veteran Hunters. She hoped they’d rise and use their anger to become warriors who could fight for Noelictus.

“You are barely capable of fighting with us, Haeight. But we will train you hard. Enjoy your indulgence. It’s there to stabilize you. Have you chosen a virtue yet?”

“Creation, maybe. Huntress Pictirm is showing me how to make custom bolts.”

Deilfec had grunted in approval when she heard that. Haeight had seen the virtues of Loshell, Visc, and Pictirm.

Loshell spent a lot of time when he wasn’t at the guild bringing some of the food from the kitchens to relatives in the city or people he thought could use the food. Charity became him, a cheerful [Hunter] with food to share.

Nevermind if they found him corrupt. He bore their suspicions of him wordlessly. Charity gave him something.

Visc and Pictirm called him tougher than they were, mentally. For Visc, his companionship was devotion to someone else. In his case—his horse, which he groomed and took care of constantly. He also had a dog, a tiny one who raced about, trying to bite Haeight’s boots and then sniffing at the death on her and hiding under a couch.

Pictirm was simplest, and it was she whom Haeight realized she was copying. The [Huntress] slept all day, and when she woke, she would make custom bolts for the [Hunters]. Obsessively carve an arrowhead that whistled or fill a tip with powder that would explode when it came back in contact with air.

She had agreed to let Haeight copy her until Haeight deviated from her indulgence. It was strange for Haeight to feel a strong connection with the woman she had quarreled with so much.

But they both understood. The Veteran Hunters of Noelictus were used to being hated. To being thought of as corrupt. Deilfec revealed another trick the Hunter’s Guild played, in the names they used for things.

“You see, Haeight. The indulgences were called ‘sins’. Loshell’s sin of gluttony gives him great strength—and hunger. Visc and Pictirm have yet to gain any Skills, but the indulgences balance [Hunters]. Keep them sane.”

Haeight still had nightmares from her hunts. She had thought she was a veteran…but she had never thrown herself into battles like that.

Her second hunt had been with Loshell. He had prepared less thoroughly than the raid on the Tomb of Havens. It had felt like an echo of how she took down a Crypt Lord.

Six [Hunters], all close-quarters specialists, advanced on a thousand zombies that had broken free from a tomb. Loshell’s axe swung through gore and black blood. He pivoted, driving his axe down, killing with each blow.

But the hands dragged them down. Haeight’s repaired hatchets flashed. She screamed in a [Frenzy]—but the killing took far, far longer than her Skill lasted.

Kill and kill into the night, spitting out pieces of dead flesh that fell into her open mouth from the flying limbs. Inhale fresh air only after she had been pulled from a pile of squirming undead trying to bury her.

Hence, indulgences. Haeight was doing well, or so Deilfec claimed. The wrath that filled the Guildmistress’ gaze sometimes leaked out her eyes, but she was being kind to Haeight.

Kind as she could. The Veteran Hunter sat in the Guildmistress’ office, carving a special arrowhead meant to hold powder.

Her fingers shook so badly she would have stabbed herself as she tried to carve a groove in the soft wood if she wasn’t wearing her gloves. Deilfec nodded.

“Now, you understand it.”

Misery produced great [Hunters]. Great [Hunters] fought and died to stop Noelictus from being overrun.

They were upon a knife’s edge, and Deilfec was explaining their ultimate trump cards.

“Hunter Piortesenzth was rediscovered at the start of the Creler Wars. Six thousand years ago.”

“Six thousand? How old is he?”

Deilfec shrugged.

“He claims to have been one of the first [Hunters] to ever walk Noelictus. Before the Hunter’s Guild was even formally organized. He volunteered to be put into a great stasis spell…to awaken and slay our foes. He is old—and as you saw, peerless in combat. But each second he is awake, he ages. He has been used—too much of late.”

“The tombs are getting more active.”

Deilfec nodded. She was honest, brutally, about what was happening.

“Yes. The Hunter’s Guild noticed the issues cropping up a thousand years ago. But it was just a handful of undead, and we simply checked the tombs. Then we realized—it was far worse. The tombs that did not germinate undead we left be, like Afiele. Hoped they would stay buried. But the problem has accelerated. And then…the Guild has struck dark pacts to keep Noelictus safe. The system of indulgences is cruel.”

“Who came up with it? Another Guildmaster?”

Guildmistress Deilfec’s eyes burned on Haeight’s skin, then she jerked her gaze away. Stared at a wall until she controlled herself.

“…No. It was adopted by a desperate man. But the person who proposed it was…a cunning woman. A dangerous one. My appearance is part of that bargain.”

Haeight glanced up at Deilfec, but the Guildmistress lifted a hand.

“Forget about me. So you know, we have done more and more, desperately, to keep ourselves strong enough to fight the undead. Before the system of indulgences, [Hunters] were nearly overwhelmed because we were not strong enough to fight monsters like Skeleton Lords. Hunter Piortesenzth was forced to fight hundreds of battles, wear himself to his edge. If he should die—”

Then they would truly be damned. Haeight understood. Piortesenzth was a measure of last resort.

“How many times have we used him during your era, Guildmistress?”

“Sixty-three times. Sixty-four, counting yours.”

Deilfec smiled painfully.

“I hope to preserve his abilities for the next Guildmistress. Agshiga, unless one rises past her. My successor may have the hardest task of all. I? I will either see us fail or winnow the tombs enough for us to pass this storm.”

It was a race of attrition. Could the Hunter’s Guild destroy enough undead in the tombs that they eventually brought Noelictus peace—or would their desperate, secret missions fail?

It was the gamble that Haeight was part of. Her trembling slowed a bit, and she put the knife down.

“I understand it almost fully, Guildmistress. I won’t tell anyone. I swear it. Though Greina and Cara…”

“No one means no one, Haeight. If Greina had stayed and become a Veteran Hunter, I would trust her. But she has two Lizardfolk companions—Lizardfolk talk constantly, and they report to their Nagas. For all Princess Telleis of Samal is a brave and courageous [Princess]—do you think she would not warn the Paradise of Keys that they might be overrun by undead? What would any nation do?”

March into Noelictus and put the tombs to the torch. But an army might be wiped out, and if they were—then you had even more undead. Few were specialists, and undeath was a plague that spread. And if they destroyed the tombs—would anyone trust Noelictus again?

“Does anyone know? Anyone outside the Guild?”

Deilfec did nod at that, and she gave Haeight another amused smile.

“Yes. That reminds me. You are not ready for the palace…ah, someone’s told you what lies there.”

The royal crypt. Deilfec stretched out one arm, grimacing as her scarred skin produced a bit of blood.

“—We have it handled, Haeight. Part of our bargain that Tagil and Sylind object to includes the royal protectors. You, though, will be allowed to join court functions. I may make you do so; you’re more charming than Pictirm.”

And less useful than Loshell and Visc. Haeight ducked her head without complaint.

“I’m at your disposal, Guildmistress. Is it—tricky, there?”

The Guildmistress paused.

“Yes. War with Ailendamus, and…there are the ghosts. You will have to see it yourself. I thought nothing could surprise me again, but they—they are not what I hoped for, but they are what we need. So you know, Haeight. The only people who are aware of the Guild’s true hunts are the royal family. They have always known.”

Hence the money that went to the Hunter’s Guild. Haeight exhaled.

“So Prince Seratoito?”

“A complicated man, but he understands the dangers. Princess Kadane is…as weary as we, let’s say, of her duties. King Allorrev knows what must be done. As for our beloved Queen Nicterise…”

Even Deilfec said that without a hint of irony or sarcasm. Haeight bowed her head.

“I should love to meet the Queen of Faces.”

“Let us hope she is in a good mood. That is it, Haeight. The ghosts bring me hope. Piortesenzth’s passing fills me with imminent dread. The idiotic Twins of Ovela endanger us all. If Tagil were to ever succeed, I would laugh and dance across the Guild. But my job is to hold Noelictus together. So it is as it has been for a long, long time.”

Guildmistress Deilfec sat there, and Haeight exhaled. She placed the whittled arrowhead down on the table and touched her hat.

“I will do all I can, Guildmistress. Say the word and throw me forwards if I can be useful.”

Deilfec looked at Haeight. Then she smiled and turned away.

“Live longer, Haeight. Level enough to take my place. This is the face of the Guildmasters of Menorome. No—more than that. Replace Piortesenzth. Can you do that?”

Haeight looked at Deilfec’s ruined face and remembered Visc’s comment. Then she wanted to go to the palace and see the painting of Deilfec.

She didn’t know if she could rise to Deilfec’s mantle. Let alone…she closed her eyes. Then opened them wide. Haeight stood, weary.

“I’ll try.”

“Good. Then come, and let’s go to the palace now. You might as well meet Agshiga. She is eager to speak to you. She told me she was ashamed to meet your eyes until you became a Veteran Hunter.”

Deilfec stood, and then they were walking out the Hunter’s Guild together. Suspicion and anger followed Haeight. Weary truth was in her bones. But she walked with her head held high, a Level 34 [Axe Hunter of Secrets].

Rising. Levelling. So close to dying she could taste it.

A coffin sat silent, secured by Adamantium chains outside the guild. Chained…in case he were to die in his sleep. For Piortesenzth would be the greatest foe of all if he died.

The weary Hunter within was waiting.

They were all waiting and continuing. And it sounded, then, like a beautiful song to Haeight. Like Cara’s melody. The Hunter’s Guild, singing its final refrain. Until the last corpse was laid to rest in the Kingdom of Shade—or they rose unending.

Soon, Haeight felt. Soon—Deilfec leaned on her, and they all felt it.

The song would end soon. But until it did, Haeight raised her head and joined the choir of Veteran Hunters. And she swore—

She could hear Cara singing.

End of Huntsong.





Act 2: Ghostsong

Digneral

“They’re weeping as they say farewell to the 4th Princess. Neither Twin has attended as yet.”

The report was followed with an image, a mage-picture. A simple spell, in theory; it was a snapshot of what the caster saw. A perfect image, perfect for [Scouts] or for someone to represent the world and transmit it at great distances.

A simple concept. A difficult spell. In theory, it should be simple to just copy the world as you saw it. In practice, it was considered a Tier 4 spell—beyond the means of most self-taught [Mages] and a challenge even for an experienced one to just pick up.

Conventional wisdom said a Tier 4 spell took about a month for a Level 30 [Mage] to learn. A week if it was their specialty.

A month. A Level 30 [Mage]. These things might sound reasonable—until you considered that most people barely made it beyond Level 30 before the end of their life. That also assumed they were motivated, hard-working, and lived at least sixty years.

Achieving that level at a younger age was the mark of talent. So let’s say you wanted to generate pictures of…whatever you wanted to see. And you might insist that someone in that position was good at, say, spying. So they should be at least a Level 30 [Infiltrator].

Well, you couldn’t ask them to be Level 30 in [Mage] and a Level 30 [Infiltrator]. The two classes sometimes synergized, so perhaps a Level 30 [Arcane Rogue]?

Too difficult. Especially if you needed, your kingdom needed, spies in plenty. Far better, then, to demand someone make a scroll or, better, an artifact capable of casting [Transcription of Vision: Scribe Parchment] instead.

…That required either a Level 30 [Spellscribe] and the means to create a lot of scrolls or a Level 40+ [Enchanter] and the means to create artifacts capable of such magic.

Ridiculously difficult. Most smaller nations lacked for over a dozen people who had reached Level 40. Level 50 was the territory of champions, and a nation would be lucky to have one expert in their ranks who had risen to that point.

Level 60 was the territory of living legends. The most domineering, dangerous, and influential people in this world had reached that point, like the Titan of Baleros, Niers Astoragon, or certain Named-rank adventurers.

Beyond Level 70? That was the land from which myths sprung. Az’kerash had been said to be that dangerous. The Deaths of the Demon King were on par with that. They could break islands, slaughter armies, and work miracles.

In the modern age, no one dreamed of reaching Level 60 unless they truly were at the center of history, like the King of Destruction. In the past, during great periods of strife and ages of glorious [Heroes], when Dragons and Giants still roamed the world, levels were higher.

Practically, though, Baron Digneral du Ecte understood levels, the difficulties of casting a spell, and indeed, war and the function of nations as all being tied together.

Reducing a nation to the average level of their [Soldiers] was foolish. Assuming higher-levels meant superiority was a dangerous trap many incompetent men and women fell into. However, you could correlate the two. Not causate.

It was a concept he’d studied in school, when he was a boy. Correlation and causation, two similar ideas, but one only indicated a possible link. It did not mean that two points were directly influencing each other.

What did that mean? Well, to use an example—you might assume that a nation with a higher-level of its population on average was more successful and, de-facto, a better nation. But that was merely correlation. If you looked into the factors that led to a nation levelling, you might well find that starvation or hardship—or constant war or monster attacks—led to higher levels.

In fact, many successful nations where the populace never had to fear war, or monsters, and could live their lives in peace reported lower levels on average. But higher rates of artisans overachieving and rarer classes that could only be born out of peace.

Baron Digneral du Ecte studied nations like other men pursued smaller passions. He practiced the idea of statecraft like a [Fisher] always aiming for a bigger fish, studying currents and bait. Only, Digneral studied monarchs, researched magic, experimented with troop training, and backed projects with gold and his considerable authority to find out what worked.

He also employed spies, one of whom had just forwarded him that image on the borders of Afiele.

Afiele, a farming county within the province of Ovela. It exported a lot of Ashwheat grain and was moderately prosperous at best; often poor, but it had been a reliable part of Ovela’s weak economy.

Ovela, the most southeastern province of the Kingdom of Shades, bordered Ailendamus to the east and Pheislant to the south. It was often regarded as a rural province filled with farms, as was most of Noelictus, to be fair. However, Ovela had always been important, and the former [Earl], Earl Inameis Ovela, had been well-respected as both a civic leader and general in times of war.

Noelictus was a classic kingdom in Terandria, the continent of humanity. It often conflated the aristocratic right to rule with talent. Another example of terrible correlation. The theory was that the nobility or monarchy, the blood of the Hundred Heroes who had first settled this continent, still ran through the Hundred Families of today.

They would be, then, the best warriors, leaders, and rulers of their nations. In practice? It meant you simply had an established ruling class that could contain talented, inspiring individuals like Inameis Ovela. Or—and this was why Digneral scorned the theory—you could get inbred, petty, spoiled leaders with no perspective.

Ovela had been fine. One generation ago, at least. As one of the first provinces to be attacked, it had a standing army on par with the capital’s own forces. In theory, Avel, to the west, or Samal, to the north, would also be dangerous foes, but Noelictus had always been friends with the Kingdom of Bows, Avel, and the Kingdom of Keys, the paradise of Samal.

Their eastern neighbors and Pheislant, the Lighthouse Kingdom to the south—those were dangerous enemies. Ovela had fought multiple kingdoms off before, and it had watched in relief as their neighboring kingdoms fought each other—until they were conquered by a growing nation, which had become a superpower before Digneral had even been born.

Ailendamus, the Kingdom of Glass and Glory. The largest nation in Terandria, and one of the mightiest. It had slowed its rapid growth in the two hundred years since its inception, but it was so mighty that many other nations were watching it with unease. In fact, the possibility of a great coalition that would form to take it down was the Kingdom of Glass and Glory’s greatest fear.

That was why they were allied with the Taimaguros Dominion, the second-largest nation in the continent, in the northwest coast, and why they had not gone to all-out-war for decades. Of course, they would have liked to swallow a smaller nation, like Kaliv, the Kingdom of Griffins to the south of Ailendamus in the mountains, or Pheislant for its access to the sea—but it was difficult.

The Kingdoms of Terandria were old, had long-lasting pacts, and each one had endured because it was dangerous enough to keep the fangs of its neighbors or the other continents from taking its throat. Ailendamus might eat more kingdoms, but those kingdoms would go down fighting.

This was all…background as Baron Digneral reviewed the missive he’d just received via [Message] spell and the mage-picture. He grimaced for several reasons.

Firstly—his [Infiltrators] had only managed to report from the very edges of Afiele. They had tried to enter and report from inside the county, but it was hard.

A poor county like Afiele should have been easy for infiltration, but the opposite held true. A third poor correlation he’d made. Because Afiele was so poor, it was hard to infiltrate.

A prosperous capital like Menorome? Easy to slip spies into as travelling [Merchants], visitors, and so on. A county like Afiele? Anyone who wasn’t local stood out like a painted canary, and the gloomy land of Noelictus and their odd customs meant it was hard to blend in.

Plus, with the army and [Hunters] roaming about, his [Infiltrators] were in even more danger. He’d sent two into Afiele on a hunch, trying to find out how much damage Feren, the ‘rogue’ [Necromancer], had done.

Both had vanished. Digneral suspected Duchess Grishen, a capable woman from Ovela’s heyday. She had assumed command of Afiele, and both the surviving [Lord] and [Lady] were wards of hers.

Digneral had to consult his notes at this point. Culin and Sasi. Yes. A boy and girl, well-liked by their populace, no outstanding talents, son and daughter of Lord Lantal and Lady Risel Afiele. Now—orphans.

At this point, as he perused his reports, Baron Digneral took another sip from his cup of purified water with a grimace. The water tasted just fine; it was one of his indulgences since he refused to drink wine except when he was on holiday. His crystal decanter and cup were both polished and pristine; if he drank the purified water out of a metal cup, or wood, it would pick up the taste of the other materials.

The water was so expensive and so clean that it needed special storage as well as a unique vessel to drink it from. It had numerous positive benefits he thought weren’t just exaggerations; it even tasted slightly sweet, and he had observed he felt better if he drank a decanter a day.

It could just be a false correlation, though. Two months of journaling my personal fitness on purified water and two months off over the course of a year may give me actual data on the subject.

Accounting for other factors, of course. It was Digneral’s side project.

His main project was Afiele…and he wrote a reply back, slowly, still grimacing and hydrating. He was more upset because of the other part, to be honest.

‘Acknowledged. Personal details are not required.’

Baron Digneral did not want to see the image of the sobbing children—at a great remove, from the brim of a wicker hat, doubtless the cover the [Infiltrator] was using—or hear they were upset.

Doubtless, the [Infiltrator] thought Digneral would like such details. He was wrong.

The Baron quite liked children. He had none himself, but his brother might well be the one to produce the heirs of House Ecte. Digneral was a bit too busy, and he was content to wait for an official marriage if the Crown wanted him to solidify bloodlines within his kingdom.

He doubted it, to be honest. House Ecte had proven it was not loyal when it came to affairs of the heart. But that was his family’s sin, and Digneral would prove he was able to follow orders.

Until then—he abided by liking children and assuming their health was a sign of a prospering nation. Children should be allowed to run about, have fun, study—he had benefitted from Ailendamus’ schools and formalized education, a rarity in Terandria, which practiced the antiquated apprenticeship system—and be innocent.

He did not enjoy the tears of children, even his enemies. And yes…they were supposed to be dead, if Feren had done his job. Afiele should have been overrun by undead, the local nobility slain, and created a vast distraction for the rulers of the province.

He did not have to relish the things he ordered done. Nor did Digneral have to consider himself a virtuous man. For his Kingdom of Ailendamus, victory at any cost.

“Digneral! Are you still at work? You’ve barely socialized, and you’re due back in House Ecte proper in three days! Brother, let’s at least sit with Yietha in the study! The cats are all over us.”

Digneral paused in writing in his [Message] scroll as a loud, jovial voice interrupted his musings. He glanced up—and in strode a man who looked much like him.

Lord Regalius du Ecte was younger than his brother by four years. He was an imposing figure, not least because he dressed to emphasize his frame, and rather than barrel-chested, he looked like he was almost always on-the-march. Or standing tall, like he was at his job.

[Lord of Ceremonies]. His red frock-coat swirled behind him, adorned with the symbols of Ailendamus, lance-arrows and the many provinces embellished in thread upon his lapels. His blond hair was combed back and shiny with an alchemical gel, and he even had a cut jawline—and a voice to match.

Here was a man who could conduct a three-hour knighting ceremony in front of an audience of thousands every day of the week, or give a speech as Their Majesties listened at a banquet.

Lord Regalius was a popular figure in the capital of Ailendamus, Wrmeriye. Digneral’s understanding was that he was a social figure, much beloved by the Order of the Hydra—one of the three Knight-Orders—well thought of in the Court of Masks, and prone to large gatherings at his home.

The mansion Digneral was sitting in was certainly a social place. No austere balconies or museum-like qualities here. The balcony where Digneral sat was low and open to the garden where visitors were encouraged to pick what they wanted, and the [Gardeners] had standing instructions to let anyone in.

In fact, Digneral had nodded five times to one of the friendly men who seemed used to greeting Regalius by name.

Informal. The sitting room was large, often had cats in it, and Digneral had noticed the soothing green carpet had several stains, despite being well-kept.

You got the stains when little children—not Regalius’, but guests’—spilled grape juice. The man even had a collection of toys and a room devoted to entertaining his guests’ offspring.

A social man, who looked concerned at his older brother’s devotion to work.

When Digneral stood, he had no less erect a posture than Regalius. But his hair was more flaxen, and if he combed it and took care with his appearance—he walked like what he was.

A military man. Briskly, not the more impressive stride, and he wore armor under his coat, even now. The chink of the enchanted chainmail made Regalius frown as he noticed Digneral tucking away the scroll.

“Still communicating with your people, Digneral? I thought we promised you’d rest!”

“Not my officers, Regalius. Some matters can’t wait.”

“Fair, fair. You must think I’m indulgent, what with all our little parties and get-togethers. Rest assured, I knighted over a hundred new members of the Order of Hydra. I hope you weren’t offended by my offering them all a banquet.”

This was a rare get-together by the two, and Regalius feasting other people had eaten into their time together.

Digneral didn’t care.

“I know you work diligently at your task, Regalius. Civic duties are as important in their way as mine.”

His younger brother peered at Digneral for a second before smiling and lifting the wineglass he held.

“—If only you could take that to heart yourself, eh?”

He never seemed convinced when Digneral complimented him. Baron Digneral meant it. It was just that…well. He and Regalius had a strained relationship.

There had been a time when they were rough-and-tumble boys, running about, enjoying life, the best of friends. Oh, any brothers fought, but they had well and truly loved each other.

Then had come the marriage. The shame upon House Ecte. Disgrace.

Their father had died six years later, shattered dreams, embarrassed to death, or so it had seemed to Digneral. Digneral had enlisted in the army and worked to the bone to make up for the shame.

Regalius…had arguably borne the brunt of the blame. But he’d found his calling as a [Lord of Ceremonies].

It was still Regalius’ fault. Both men had acknowledged that fact. Yet there was some irony in Digneral’s work of today.

*The 4**th* Princess of Calanfer. The world might be different but for his younger brother’s mistakes. In a small way, perhaps, but…

Was it good that Seraphel du Marquin was alive? If she had died in Afiele, Noelictus and Calanfer would have been at odds. However, she was not a dangerous woman, and the ‘Cursed Princess’ of Calanfer had no actual curses or much use.

Her marriage to Ovela’s Earl was going to complicate matters, though. Better if she had died.

Still, and again, Digneral could not quite be sad that she had lived. Especially…his eyes slid sideways to Regalius as he entered the sitting room and looked for a seat.

Instead of a prim and proper room for tea, Regalius had installed no less than six couches in a broad semicircle around the fireplace, and several armchairs. You could, despite the large room, find yourself engaged in quite close conversation with someone.

And if you failed to do that—Digneral stared at a cat sitting on a sofa.

The cat stared back. It was one of those naked cats, without fur, and it looked like a mutated rat to Digneral. He had no idea why his brother loved the things. But the knitted sweater and hat the wretched thing had gave it a look that many people fawned over.

“Colunden, shoo! Digneral, don’t mind him.”

The cat hopped off the sofa as Regalius made for the two to sit together. Rather than simply stalk away, though, the cat did a hop again in midair…and then landed on a mantle above the fireplace.

It could jump in the air. The magic cat curled up and stared at Digneral as if it could sense the [Baron]’s animosity towards it. And another meow came from above.

“Ritha’s on the ceiling again. Yietha, do you see?”

Regalius craned his neck up and beamed at another cat who was sticking to the ceiling with its magical paws. A woman calmly knitting another hat for her cats in a rocking chair glanced up.

“I see it, Regalius. Digneral, I hope we’re not boring you.”

“Not at all, Yietha.”

He smiled at Regalius’ wife of many years, Baroness Yietha. A former [Merchant]’s daughter. She had black hair faintly spattered with green—she was shorter than the two brothers, both over six feet in height, and plumper than he remembered last.

She looked—far less like traditional nobility and more like a happy woman with cats roaming around her chair begging for treats, knitting a new cap out of expensive wool for her and Regalius’ pets.

Digneral knew she was actually good at running the staff and mansion that Regalius owned here in the capital. She was charming enough to play host to her husband’s guests and helped with finances thanks to her education.

She was a decent woman and had never actually done anything to Digneral to make him dislike her. But he couldn’t help it.

Digneral disliked Yietha because she was here, not because of anything she had done, and she knew it. Regalius smiled as the two gave each other cool looks.

“I was thinking we should take Digneral somewhere else. I caught him at work—to the Court of Masks?”

“Not there, Regalius. Digneral will just begin talking strategy and trying to get the court on his side. If you want him to relax, you’d better take him away from the capital entirely. Or he’ll be trying to get Duke Rhisveri’s ear, or anyone who will listen.”

The annoying part was that Yietha knew Digneral better than Regalius did. The older [Baron] shifted in his seat.

He did try to make the most of his time in the capital. Regalius tapped at his lips, giving Digneral a sharp look.

“I noticed that. Maybe another province? House Shoel?”

“He’ll only try to get himself invited to House Shoel proper. And they don’t suffer visitors. Duke Visophecin.”

“Oh, bother. My brother must try to talk to anyone and everyone important in Ailendamus—and there’s always someone wherever he goes!”

Regalius got up to pour another glass of wine, sighing. Digneral felt like he had to defend himself now.

“I’m simply conscientious that there are many capable people in every walk of life.”

“And much do I hate your insight! At least when it comes to relaxing! I believe the exact same thing, but—you’re not even having wine. A glass?”

Regalius spun dramatically, offered a cup, and Digneral hesitated. He reluctantly agreed; it was his holiday.

“One glass, then.”

“Let’s take him to Samal. The Kingdom of Keys. Or Desonis, maybe. Nadel?”

Yietha was brainstorming the issue of getting Digneral to relax. Regalius snapped his fingers.

“Samal could do, but it’s difficult to go there and back so quickly. My love, Desonis is always raining. Nadel could be good for the dancing, but Digneral isn’t much of a flirter, and you need a partner.”

“I’m too busy to flirt.”

Digneral muttered as five cats appeared next to him, one literally in a poof of smoke. This cat was ash-black and meowed loudly. Regalius prompted his brother.

“Sooty wants petting.”

Digneral patted the cat twice on the head and wished it would leave him alone. The cats begged for attention instead, and several tried to knead their claws into his trousers.

“Ah, I can see our pets—shoo, shoo—can’t leave you alone. If only to spare Digneral their love—why don’t they love me like that?”

Regalius rescued his brother, and Yietha sighed.

“Because they can tell you love them. They don’t need what they already have, Regalius.”

The [Lord] gave his wife such a wounded look that Digneral laughed, despite himself. Then he wished Yietha wasn’t so perceptive.

She had named each nation that Ailendamus was not planning on invading in the near future. Whether it was instinct or she knew the machinations of the top commanders—and well she might since she was well-placed—none of those nations were next on Ailendamus’ list.

Desonis was too wet and too hard to invade. The Sleeping Queen wasn’t much of a monarch, but the Earl of Rains, Altestiel, was her war-leader and had strong ties to Nadel, another small nation with a heroic defender. The Lord of the Dance was as skilled at sea as he was on land, and Ailendamus didn’t need a difficult fight.

Calanfer and the Dawn Concordat were weaker, for all they were an alliance of three nations. So long as they fought alone—they could be squashed.

Samal was a paradise. One of the few in the entire world. The Kingdom of Keys was nigh-impossible to take by siege, and Ailendamus would not try.

Regalius was smart enough to follow his wife’s lead as he glanced at Digneral.

“Samal could work…I really don’t like Desonis’ wetlands unless you want to splash around in the rain and sit in a hot tub after drowning on land.”

“It has a charm. But to get to Samal in time we’d either have to go north and then west past Deríthal-Vel…”

The land of Dwarves. It was a long road through the mountains, and it would take a week of travel.

“…Or through Noelictus, using the Nighttrain. And that—”

“No.”

Baron Digneral interrupted as politely as could be. He smiled at Yietha.

“No. I don’t believe I am welcome in Noelictus.”

Even if he went through a province other than Ovela…she nodded slowly.

“No, I doubt it. Perhaps Desonis after all, Regalius. Or north. North, perhaps. Kaaz? Taimaguros?”

“I’m sick of Taima and Guros arguing with each other. Nor do I want to die in a Kaazian honor-duel…argh, Digneral would enjoy fighting. We’ll consider it for next time, Digneral. Is there anything you’d like to do while you’re here?”

The [Baron] had really just been humoring his only family. He’d been sipping wine, trying not to worry about the odd rumors from Afiele.

The county really should have been lost. Once Lord Lantal had died, Digneral had assumed it was without defenders. The Thronebearers were not that dangerous, and Duchess Grishen was far too old to defeat the horde he’d heard was marching on her.

So what had happened? Why could none of his spies get in there? He’d heard rumors…

“Princess Seraphel is in Noelictus. Heading to Menorome, or so I’ve heard. Just as well we can’t visit, Regalius.”

It slipped out. He didn’t mean to say it, honestly—but he saw Regalius freeze as he lifted his cup to his mouth. Yietha jerked and dropped several stitches and grimaced.

“…Is she? Another marriage? That—poor woman.”

Regalius murmured after a long and deep minute of silence. Digneral fidgeted.

“I only meant it as a point of conversation. She’s engaged to the Earl of Ovela.”

“Aren’t they twins?”

Digneral’s younger brother was running a gloved hand through his hair, looking pale and unwell suddenly. Yietha was not meeting Digneral’s eyes, and the [Baron] regretted bringing it up already. He shouldn’t. Their old argument would do no good to bring up again.

But he couldn’t stop himself.

“She’s marrying Lord Fallien. That was the report I was reading. I need to keep up on a possible alliance between Noelictus and Calanfer.”

“One would assume it’s on the books if they’re soon to be wed.”

“It’s tentative. More like Ovela and Calanfer strengthening ties, but it may change.”

“—Will that complicate your skirmishes with them, Digneral?”

Yietha, at least, didn’t flinch from the subject. Digneral nodded to her.

“Possibly. But no troops have marched between the nations. Once I return to House Ecte, I will see if the Twins change tactics. Things have been going well. Afiele was nearly sacked by an undead horde.”

She stared at him politely before smiling. It never touched her eyes. Regalius shook his head.

“Noelictus and undead. What a painful nation to live in. Those poor people—I heard of that. Two children, orphaned. I hope they’re being taken care of?”

He meant it. He was guileless, earnestly concerned for two children he’d never met. Yietha murmured agreement—but she looked at Digneral, and she knew her brother-in-law’s true nature.

More than Regalius.

Digneral met Yietha’s eyes a moment before looking away. His brother had done well, marrying Yietha. The best of a bad situation, really. Digneral didn’t bear her any grudge. He just thought…

It should be Seraphel du Marquin sitting there. I should be calling upon Regalius, and Thronebearers should be the staff, not silly cats with clothing. Calanfer and Ailendamus, allies. Their position in the Dawn Concordat suspect. Perhaps even the potential to flip sides in a war—or for Regalius’ children to take the throne if certain events were to come to pass.

Lord Regalius du Ecte, Digneral’s younger brother, said nothing, but the mention of Seraphel haunted him. After all—they had been engaged as children.

Until he broke the marriage by running off with a farmer’s daughter who had died in a riding accident.

Shame of House Ecte.

A pointless death. A disgrace that had taken decades for Digneral to even partially undo. House Ecte bordered Noelictus, and Digneral had sworn to deliver his kingdom a nation to make up for the one that Regalius had cost them. House Ecte had fought Ovela in quiet skirmishes for the last six years.

He was so close to taking Ovela that he could feel it. Of course, his little war wasn’t officially sanctioned by the crown, but—

Digneral stood.

“I do have to report to the palace before I go. Why don’t we walk the gardens or something?”

“I suppose that’s what we can hope for.”

Regalius had lost some of the pep in his step. But he stood as Digneral adjusted his coat. He felt bad about ruining the moment, but he had a war to continue. He would report to His Majesty, Itorin II, personally.

Then get back to work. Thus went Baron Digneral du Ecte. A man who would arm even his spies with artifacts manufactured by [Enchanters] of Ailendamus. You see—he was a trusted man, despite his brother’s failings. He could prevail on Ailendamus’ might.

The Kingdom of Glass and Glory was everything Noelictus was not. It was not some gigantic farming kingdom, plagued by undead and subject to market forces. Ailendamus manufactured enough steel to compete with the Dwarves. Its standing armies were armed with state-of-the-art crossbows. It had siege weapons that only the Drakes and Minotaurs knew how to produce.

And magic? It had enough [Enchanters] to produce artifacts no other nation could dream of. Ailendamus was the cutting edge of the future, and Noelictus?

Undead attacks were a fact of life over there. Afiele had been so poor they couldn’t even afford to repair their keep. The capital city was beautiful enough, or so Digneral understood, but it was plagued by corruption.

When it became part of Ailendamus, he would make sure their people never feared undead again, even if he had to scour the land itself of death magic. Those children deserved walls of stone, schools, and freedom from Noelictus’ gloomy skies. Color, bright and glorious. Perhaps Digneral could not deliver anything more than conquest—but he would be content with that and let Ailendamus deliver the bounty of wealth that it had given its citizens.

First though—Ovela had to fall. Once that cornerstone broke, Noelictus would lose some of its most ardent defenders.

The Twins were idiots, but capable enough. Other provinces were far less martial. Digneral straightened his coat as Regalius put down his wine cup and Yietha readied herself to head to the palace. Soon—and if he did this, he would be one of the most influential men in Ailendamus, able to speak among the King’s personal counsel. He had always known his kingdom had a level of authority above even the Court of Masks.

He was ready.

In this world, few men or women were high-level, especially among noble classes. The King of Destruction, Flos Reimarch, thought to be the world’s most powerful [King], was thought to be over Level 50.

No monarch in Terandria could claim to be over Level 50. Even including King Itorin II, Digneral doubted any of them were over Level 40. Maybe one or two at best? Doubtful, really.

In a book written by the famous Krsysl Wordsmith, the most powerful [Lord] in the world had been said to be Lord Tyrion Veltras of Izril, who was at least Level 40. Baron Digneral had laughed when he read the book; he knew for a fact that Lord Hayvon Operland of Rhir, the fifth most powerful [Lord], was far higher-level.

Digngeral wasn’t even in the top fifty. Which showed how much a Drake [Writer] knew.

Digneral left his brother’s house, walking swiftly in the cool autumn air. He marched forwards, like a storm, and when his coat shifted, you could see his armor underneath his coat, chainmail glinting and flashing as it caught the light.

Baron Digneral du Ecte. [Baron of the Mirror Lands]. Level 52.

Seraphel

The first time you ever saw it, it was best seen during the day. For you see—then you could have your expectations lowered. The [Princess] was crying a bit when she reached the capital of Noelictus, Menorome.

She was red-nosed, puffy-eyed, and her [Maids], Mariel and Thistel, were doing their best with her face. But it was a messy canvas. Even alchemy didn’t help much, although it had a number of tricks.

For instance, the tear-dropper with a splash of bright, cerulean blue liquid kept missing Seraphel’s red eyes in the bouncing carriage. At last, Mariel snapped.

“Your Highness! We have to stop those tears, and your eyes need the Soothe Drops. Please, stop moving! We’re almost at the gates, and you must be presentable.”

“Oh, go eat a Creler egg, Mariel. We’ve left Culin and Sasi! Those poor children—”

“They’ll be fine, Your Highness. Truly. They have Duchess Grishen, and if she cannot keep Afiele and her lands in hand, no one can. And they have amazing guardians.”

“No parents. I should have stayed. What is the point of continuing on with this useless marriage? Dalimont, you traitor, say something!”

On the other side, Thistel was working on a rouge for Seraphel’s cheeks. The [Princess] had, in fact, gone without extensive makeup for the last few weeks. She had walked about Afiele with little more than a single [Knight] guarding her and even developed a few calluses from holding bags and hauling things like silverware around.

Not bricks or hammers and nails…there were limits to Seraphel’s competencies and the amount of work a [Princess] of the Hundred Families could do. But she had enjoyed feeling useful.

Afiele was rebuilding. Some things might never come back. The town was in ruins from fighting, the keep was haunted by painful memories, and Lord Lantal and Lady Risel were dead. The keep might not be inhabited for a long time, in fact. Duchess Grishen had insisted Culin and Sasi stay in her lands until the town was re-fortified. They had insisted upon being with their people so, as a compromise, the Duchess had housed them with frequent visits to their estates.

All of Seraphel longed to be with them, touring villages, reading Culin a book long into the night so he’d fall asleep, holding Sasi’s hand as the girl solemnly met with her people and accepted their condolences.

That little palm, shaking like a butterfly at times and gripping tightly as a vise in others—that was the most emotional Seraphel had ever been. It felt like having siblings, almost.

More than her actual siblings, which was a crying shame to say, but true. She had never been as close with her older sisters, Shardele, Menisi, and Aielef. They had pulled pranks on each other and fought viciously, but soon after Seraphel had turned eight, they had all become distant. The same with her older brother, Lothen.

They were royalty, and there was always the remove of having bodyguards about or their mother telling them not to run about or showcase all their emotions in the open. And the first time you confessed something to your big sister and she ran to tell your mother and you were punished…well, it was one thing for a normal child.

Another for a terrified little girl to be lectured by the [Queen] of Calanfer. Motherhood, that was it. Seraphel didn’t know motherly, having had no real examples, but she would have done anything for those two children.

—But her duty called. Seraphel had almost been allowed to forget it in the weeks after the siege ended. Then the [Message] had come, telling her that it was time for her to head to Noelictus’ capital, Menorome, and present herself to the royal family.

Her father, or, more likely, the [Royal Scribe] taking down the dictation, had been a bit more open in his private correspondence. He had said that the royal family would be ‘eminently forgiving of the delay’ and that the entire ‘stressful affair’ she had gone through would be useful politically. The marriage was on, and she had conducted herself well according to Ser Dalimont and in the eyes of Noelictus’ people.

Which, of course, was what really mattered. Her father, Reclis du Marquin, was a statesman. He was aware of his daughter’s suffering and had apparently done his best to get reinforcements to Afiele despite the undead hordes and remote distance. Now that she was safe, he had written her a private note.

Enjoy Menorome’s delights. You are taking a bit of a detour from Ovela, but presenting yourself to the crown will be a good interlude pending your nuptials. I have arranged for a few more [Knights] and a pleasant stay. You will also have a purse of 14,000 gold coins, courtesy of your mother. Do enjoy yourself.

—Reclis I, His Majesty of Calanfer Eternal, by the Grace of the Eternal Throne…

Fourteen thousand gold coins. Even for a [Princess], that was a handsome sum and probably more than Reclis had spent on the rest of the entire marriage. Seraphel wondered, darkly, what her dowry was. A thrice-married [Princess] was not worth much, but she had heard Noelictus had signed a number of accords in exchange for her hand.

It was her mother who had approved the budget, despite her father’s largesse. Queen Ielane knew the country’s finances, and that was her way of giving a gift to her daughter. So Seraphel had all this to look forwards to even as she was summoned away from the rural border-county of Afiele where all the distressing siege, undead, and death had occurred. Her parents doubtless thought she would be ecstatic, all things considered.

——

Even by enchanted carriage, the ride into the heart of Noelictus and getting from the border to Menorome had taken three days. Seraphel had cried every single one, at first missing Culin and Sasi, then at the thought of the future.

She had been resigned and bitterly sarcastic before her layover in Afiele. Now? Mariel finally got a drop of liquid to hit Seraphel in the eye and jabbed her mistress in the eye at the same time, possibly by accident, as the jolting wagon slowed.

But the tears stopped. And Seraphel’s puffy eyes returned to normal. She still hiccuped—but despite her grief, no more tears flowed. She was physically incapable of shedding them.

Soothe Drops. A useful tool for a [Princess]. And by then, Thistel had gotten to work.

She had [Steady Hands] for the purposes of applying makeup, and she had been highlighting Seraphel’s features. When she presented the mirror, Seraphel saw she’d done a good job.

It wasn’t that Seraphel used an exorbitant amount of makeup. In fact, for Noelictus’ presentation, the [Maids] had done a very subtle look. It looked like Seraphel’s ‘normal face’—except that every imperfection had been covered up. Her lips were a bit redder and more lifelike than they should be, her skin contained more hints of warmth and vigor.

“Well, I look ready for my visit.”

“Please don’t prod at it, Your Highness. And please don’t keep crying. The Soothe Drops will wear off in two hours—we’ve arrived at Menorome! A seat of culture in Noelictus!”

“As much culture as the Kingdom of Shade has.”

Thistel murmured darkly as Mariel tried to cheer Seraphel up. Seraphel resisted the urge to kick the young woman, who wore a respectable, black-and-white, frilled [Maid]’s dress, somber and official, in Noelictus fashion.

She, like Seraphel, had to be here, and it wasn’t her fault that Seraphel was to be wed. But Seraphel let her voice snap as she peered out the window and Mariel pulled the curtains back so Seraphel could get a good look at Noelictus’ capital.

“You’ve never been to Menorome, have you, Thistel? It is a far cry from Afiele, you know. Just like any farming province would be from the Eternal City. Menorome may not be as…bright as the Eternal Throne, but it has its own delights. Or do you not know its nickname?”

The girl bit her lip, embarrassed, as she often did when Seraphel had to lecture her. She was a bright [Maid], good with makeup, and spirited enough for Seraphel not to immediately throw her out of her personal serving staff. Seraphel had never gotten as close with her maidservants as some of her siblings.

Then again—she usually just got annoyed with them, unlike Lyonette, the 6th Princess, who was intolerable. A maid quit every month working under Lyonette. Thistel had a bit of a tongue from being around Seraphel so long. They were nevertheless Mistress and [Maid], so the girl bowed.

“I—didn’t know it had anything special about it, Your Highness. I read up on Ovela since we’re bound to stay there, and it’s quite—rural. Military.”

“Yes. But Menorome would be the one perk. Assuming we are allowed to stay here. I was here when I was a girl. I must have been…ten? The entire family was here. Lyonette was just born, and we visited. I remember the dreadfully boring courts, but the music was fine, and we were in Samal and then Avel within the week. Look out the window, Thistel. Ser Dalimont? Slow the coach, you traitor.”

She called out, and the [Knight] leading the group of weary, battered Thronebearers winced and slowed obligingly as they rolled towards the gates. She had been calling him ‘traitor’ ever since he took her away from Afiele, nevermind his loyalty to the crown.

So here was Menorome. By day, it truly wasn’t as impressive as Seraphel’s memories indicated. The road they were travelling was old, battered slabs of stone, some as long as a hundred feet across and forty feet wide. Once, the roads had been paved in a smooth span all across Noelictus. But that had been before earthquakes and years of erosion snapped them and gave them bumps and cracks that could make even the best carriage jolt.

Grey stone, grey landscape, grey skies. As Seraphel had come to know it, Noelictus was a watercolor without the colors. White and black predominated the landscape. The animals, the grass, even the food took on some shade of grey until you forgot there were other colors. Clothing was often black, and Seraphel’s own gown, a deep blue like the night sky, decorated with golden suns around the hem to represent Calanfer, looked like a splash of color in some piece of dreary art.

The [Princess] arrives in the Kingdom of Shade. Yet as Seraphel looked out of her coach, the oncoming city was an aberration in Noelictus’ gloom.

Oh, by day, Menorome was no less grimly utilitarian than the rest of the towns and cities they’d passed. The walls were incredibly thick and tall. Fifty feet tall, and nigh on thirty-two feet wide, ridiculously thick. Like the houses, every building in Noelictus was built to code—to prevent undead from being able to break in.

It meant, even from a distance, the city had a thickset shape, and the few buildings that rose above the walls looked like miniature castles of their own. Impossible to break. The gates were silverish, though, a bright, shimmering metal with a luster greater than even mere silver’s glow. The [Princess] called out idly.

“Ser Traitor. Why are the walls so damned thick? Are they hollow, perchance? I’ve heard Rhir’s walls are fortresses on the inside.”

Ser Dalimont called out, eying Menorome’s walls.

“Not Noelictus’, by and large, Your Highness. If I recall right, they’re built that tall and thick because a Bone Giant might be up to fifty feet tall. The wall is just tall enough to block them—and thick enough to withstand any undead that attempts to assault it. The gates are mithril, you know.”

“What, all of it?”

Seraphel and her [Maids] were considerably more fascinated by that. That much mithril? The metal was exceedingly rare and hard to manufacture. Then Seraphel shuddered.

“Giants? You mean like that horror that attacked the keep? I thought the days of that kind of monster were lost to myth and legend. Or at least, Az’kerash’s era!”

“That was not too long ago, Your Highness, and a zombie, not bone. Lower grade. But yes, the walls are mostly ornamental. Few armies would dream of attacking the capital. In fact, there used to be codes about building higher than the city walls. They must have been abandoned for quite some time that we can see so many buildings from here. Overpopulation would eventually strain a city like this.”

Seraphel nodded a few times as Mariel gave Ser Dalimont an approving look.

“He knows so much, Your Highness.”

The [Princess] rolled her eyes.

“He’s a Thronebearer. They study politics and history. Any more fascinating facts, Ser Dalimont?”

He smiled—she wasn’t calling him traitor this time—and turned and bowed from the waist. His leg twitched as he did; it was mostly healed from being broken, but he still clearly felt it now and then.

“A few details, though I have never visited myself. Menorome is far more lively by night, as you are well aware, Your Highness. Oh—and that the walls are apparently laced with special materials within. They are no Walled City’s walls in strength, but I read a quote claiming, ‘no army of [Mages] or ghosts could pass through Menorome’s walls’. I always thought it was an odd claim to fame.”

“Until now.”

Seraphel’s eyes sharpened suddenly, and she exchanged a significant glance with everyone present. Her tears and grief over leaving Afiele abated sharply. That was right. She might have left those dear children behind, but she might see them soon.

Great deeds had occurred at Afiele. World-changing, perhaps, and Seraphel wondered how much Noelictus was aware of. Or how much they believed.

Then they were at the gates, waiting in a very short queue to enter. Menorome, as a capital, had countless visitors and was a popular destination—as popular as Noelictus got. But it was efficiently laid out, and there were more entrances to the city than just the gates.

“Her Highness of Calanfer, Princess Seraphel du Marquin!”

She still had to be announced at the gates, and the instant the [Soldiers] heard her name, they jolted to attention. Seraphel sighed as she saw the [Captain of the Guard] himself stride out to meet her and confer with Ser Dalimont.

“Oh, wonderful. We’ve arrived before lunch, but I fear it will be dinner before I set foot inside the estates. Mariel, get out there and expedite the process. I will not shake hands, and if they gossip—let one of the Thronebearers explain everything.”

She was right to be concerned. Even with Mariel hinting subtly that Seraphel was exhausted and that a [Knight] could answer any questions—word had to be carried to the palace and a very rudimentary check done of their identities and carriage. The [Soldiers] were not so foolish as to suggest checking the inside—but they did sweep the exterior.

For undead rodents, among other things. Normally, they’d sweep for hostile magic, hidden spies, and so on. Just another reminder she was in a kingdom where everything dead came back. Seraphel shuddered, then Thistel noticed something.

“Your Highness. They’ve got stones.”

“[Detect Death]. I understand it’s a spell. Menorome is richer than Afiele by far.”

In fact, it wasn’t even comparable to Lord Lantal and his brave—but impoverished—house guards. He’d had less than two dozen retainers.

He should have had a hundred. A thousand. Never a braver [Lord] had Seraphel met. Never a better man. She grew angry just thinking what he could have done with twice the numbers he’d had, and she had known Afiele was not rich in coin. But that was a provincial [Lord]’s lot. His Skills had not been the best. She just wished…

The entire entry to the city did not take hours, as Seraphel had predicted. In fact, it was only thirty minutes, a small mercy given her status and the events surrounding her entry. Yet by the time a [Messenger] had raced down from the palace to offer Seraphel personal greetings and lead the way to the estates…

Night had already fallen.

It was so fast that it took even Seraphel, used to the short day cycles of Noelictus, by surprise. She looked over her shoulder when she realized she was squinting to see people and gasped.

“The sun!”

It was setting so fast she was watching it drop below the horizon in real-time. That was bewildering.

“The sun has never set so fast elsewhere! Even in Afiele, it seemed we got more daylight than that.”

The [Captain of the Guard] heard her and bowed. He, like Noelictus’ soldiers, wore pale white armor. Oddly vibrant and noticeable, the steel painted white until it was like bone.

“Ah, Your Highness, it’s the clouds. See how they gather on the horizon? The sun dips into Noelictus’ shade, and the darkness is more absolute. It looks to be a starless night again. A fine three hours of light. Come full winter, it will be two hours of light.”

He saw her expression and smiled.

“It may not be suited to all, but in Menorome, it will be pleasant. Forgive my crude language, Your Highness. Our inspection is done, and we beg the forgiveness of the Eternal Throne for the delay. Now—enter by light and flame into the City of Repose!”

He stood to one side, and Seraphel realized in the back of her mind that the [Soldiers] milling about and pretending to do more checks of the carriage had, in fact, been waiting.

Those bastards kept us waiting to time our entry? The [Soldiers] stood to either side of the carriage and lowered their spears, and the carriage rolled between them and through those mithril gates into the darkness of Noelictus’ capital.

For one moment, it was pitch-black. Seraphel saw the city at night as the sun disappeared, and saw tall streets of looming buildings, people walking about as if they had an owl’s eyes, hoods and cloaks—all of black or white materials—and the same grim impassiveness she had taken for hostility when she first came to Afiele.

The folk of Noelictus, grey and despondent, the nights, terrifying with the scratching of undead, and she saw her [Maids]’ faces, apprehensive that this would be their prison for a while, a dark city filled with night and shadows and…

And then the first flame flared bright, like a match in pitch black darkness. It burned, a royal indigo fire. A tiny spark—in a lantern of glass, hanging above the first street crossing. Seraphel’s eyes widened, like a child clinging to her big sister’s hands, and stared up.

Memory flickered. And like memory—a hundred little flames sprang up. They rose, brightening, each one a different color. Bright yellow like gold, orange as pure as the fruit, ghostly green, and twisting shadowy blue.

But even within the same color, there were a thousand shades. Magenta, ocre, and blood red. They rose from candles, magical candles that produced the flames. Each one was set in a holster, ancient, worked brass, sometimes an iron pot overflowing with wax.

Ser Dalimont spoke as the two [Maids] gasped and the carriage slowed. Even the Thronebearers, used to the glory of the Eternal Throne, looked up with wonder.

“It is a crime to douse a light that you do not own in Menorome’s streets without great cause, Your Highness. They take it very seriously. Some of these candles date back to ages past. I’ve heard the Lantern Lands in Chandrar were founded by settlers from Noelictus long, long ago. We stand in the heartland of a truly ancient kingdom, even in Terandria. Here is the foundation of many great families and names. The House of El, of the Five Families of Izril, was drawn from this land.”

His golden armor glinted as he pointed a finger across the city. A great palace of black marble rose above the streets, like a citadel of darkness. But the lantern light glowed off the walls and in the windows as well. For such a dark city—it was as if Menorome were trying to banish every shadow. Dalimont’s finger moved across the city, pointing out a keep-like building, the gaping mouth of some kind of tunnel and stairway leading down…and more.

“Here lies the first Hunter’s Guild, the Underroads, and the Palace of Tombs, to name a few landmarks. The Synphasia Theatre and the many more attractions of Noelictus’ nightlife are all available to you here. In Menorome, no one fears undead at night.”

“It’s beautiful.”

That was all Seraphel said. Despite her dour mood, the sight of Menorome lighting up reminded her that she was not entirely lost. This gloomy kingdom was capable of surprising warmth. Just like Afiele—she had been surprised.

As the coach and Thronebearers proceeded into the city, now, Seraphel could see the pedestrians. They had been frozen, like statues, and she realized they were probably waiting for the change from the unlighted streets into the radiance of night.

They turned—and their heads found the gilded carriage, painted like golden dawn. Calanfer, the Eternal Throne, member of the Dawn Concordat alliance to the southeast, was not unknown to Noelictus’ folk. However, it must have seemed far-off. Certainly, the reverse was true.

The sight of a royal carriage like this attracted no murmurs, though, as it might in Calanfer. Noelictus’ people were silent and, like Afiele’s fields, held a grave stillness to them.

Yet unlike Afiele’s [Farmers]—the citizens of Menorome were not as somber. One pointed, smiling, and another frowned in great concern as they noticed a scar left by magic and the claw-marks of Ghouls. A child stumbled forwards, open-mouthed, ash-locks of hair falling over their round face as they stared up at Ser Dalimont and the [Knights]. But a father tugged them—girl or boy, it was hard to tell—back.

Never once did Seraphel hear a voice. She peered out the window and met two pale white irises. A cap of snow sat on that ashy hair, and the long, pleated skirt covered pale white socks and a dress that looked like snow. The father was dressed in black, and he took a weathered hat off his head.

He wore an obsidian black jerkin over warm black leggings, both faintly marked. Seraphel blinked. A [Miner]? She smelled the distinct scent of soot on him. Were those work-clothes, then? He could have gone into a Merchant’s Guild and been taken for a [Scribe] elsewhere on the continent.

Then she finally heard the first sound as the child pointed.

“Is that a [Princess]?”

It was a whisper. Almost like a shout, but at such a low intensity that it seemed like a rustle.

“Hush. I think it is.”

Then Seraphel’s ears strained, and she picked up sound. And what she had taken for wind became a flurry of voices.

They were—talking! Only, they were so quiet that the sounds of jubilation, dismay, the very noises of a busy city were reduced to half-volume. Now, Seraphel heard voices.

“—Calanfer’s [Princess]? The coach looks damaged.”

“Afiele. It surely is. The Hunters made it? What news was heard last?”

“Lord…I cannot remember. One of the border-lords passed. Not Ovela’s Twins. A [Necromancer]. It must be safe if a [Princess] took to the road.”

“Is she visiting? A good time for it, for the Synphasia. Poor, for Her Majesty’s time of ire has never been worse. This [Princess]’ll want to avoid the palace.”

They were talking, but Seraphel’s keen ears, used to picking out court gossip, could barely catch the voices closest to her. They were so quiet! The carriage wheels were practically thunder, but she realized even the flagstones they were rolling over in Menorome’s streets drank in sound.

“What a strange folk, Your Highness.”

Every head turned, and Mariel flinched and ducked back. She was practically screaming compared to the ambient noise. Seraphel whispered back.

“Would you be silent? Calanfer’s handmaid indeed!”

Then she raised her voice and spoke, as if unguarded.

“I think it’s fairly enchanting. The city is a piece of art, and the folk dress well, Mariel.”

Her voice carried across the streets, and more than a few smiles popped up as Seraphel’s ‘unguarded’ statement reached the public. The [Princess] affected a bland look, as if she hadn’t noticed.

[A Free Compliment]. Just a little Skill, one of the few that she possessed as a Level 18 [Princess]. It let her say something innocuously nice rather than offensive.

That was Skills for you. She would much rather have had something practical, like a song to raise the dead or…the power to block a Giant’s swing. But she’d take what she had. Besides, goodwill was worth no small sum if you stockpiled it and used it at the right moment.

Ser Dalimont was just as good at adapting to the new city. He pitched his voice low and spoke to the other Thronebearers.

“Her Highness is right. Mind your manners. We are no longer embattled—we are hardly presentable. Prepare gifts and polish your conduct once we settle into her estates. We shall also need to sweep for spies.”

The other [Knights] straightened up. They weren’t that shabby, even to Seraphel, but she had to admit, they hadn’t polished their armor as rigorously as usual. Thronebearers tended to be emissaries of Calanfer, so they had high standards when it came to their manners. She exhaled at the mention of ‘spies’, though.

She had to keep up her public appearance, now. Seraphel almost felt phantom pain in that second—and straightened her back and raised her chin slightly, setting her shoulders so she had perfect posture. Her [Tutors] and mother had drilled poor posture out of her.

However, Menorome was competing with her for spectacle. And the city was winning.

Here came the royal carriage of Calanfer, and it was passing figures dressed in black and white in the streets. Like the pieces of a chessboard, walking quietly. The whispers sounded like the rustling wind, but it was not a ghost’s city they came to.

Here was the City of Repose, and as the candles burned, casting their colors down, they cut the monochrome colors and made the city look vibrant. Now, in the distance, Seraphel heard more sounds.

Bells ringing. And farther off—the sounds of a violin? It rose and reminded her of the players in the fields of Afiele. Someone was playing, and so quiet was the city that you could hear it from far off.

A master’s song. Her ears strained at the notes, and she heard such a beautiful melody that she was actually annoyed when she heard more rumbling of wheels, the clip-clop of hooves. Then she turned and saw the delights of the capital.

The City of Repose was a fairly popular place for some to visit. The rest of Noelictus? No. But the safe capital was free from undead, and the people here were afforded all the delights lacking in the more dangerous countryside. As a girl, Seraphel had never understood the peculiarities of the capital.

Having now been to Afiele, she understood the contrast. So she had a deeper appreciation for the entertainment that began to flood down the streets.

Open street stalls unshuttered heavy wood or metal ‘curtains’, lifted up heavy boards of wood, and revealed colorful interiors. A woman gently placed tiny pieces of cut rock-candy on a tray, and the first child dashed over then respectfully put their hands behind their backs as they waited for the [Shopkeeper] to finish putting their wares out.

Tiny pieces of candy were for sale in one stall, and across the street, a shop selling magical items, wands, amulets, and other cheap trinkets was letting the glow from the crystal ball fill the shop. A sign hung next to one piece of glowing quartz.

‘Crystal Sound-Recording of Synphasia’s Performance, Yoitha Sterngest, Rolairenes the Violinist, upon sale now.’

A recording? Seraphel knew about that kind of magic. Synphasia? Was that the source of the beautiful violin music? She toyed with the idea of buying the crystal, but didn’t want to slow down just yet.

She contented herself with watching. The song-crystal didn’t seem to be selling—but perhaps that was due to the recording itself. It had a beautiful violin solo—applause—then a second performer began to play.

Tonk. Ting, tang—Seraphel winced as a racket began coming from the crystal. The [Shop Attendant] hurriedly tried to turn off the crystal as the sound of someone hitting what sounded like a bunch of broken gongs began to play through it.

“Is that one of the performances at the Synphasia? I believe I’ll skip that one.”

They were rolling past as the sounds turned back to the violin solo once more. Seraphel turned her head right and saw another new oddity.

“Oh? What’s this? ‘Helpful Servants’? What is this, some kind of [Maid]-service for common folk?”

She barely got a look at the second ‘store’ where young men and women were lined up. They had a simpler version of Seraphel’s handmaidens’ uniforms, and they were standing patiently as a few people queued up.

They seemed familiar with the concept. One was pointing to a price on a sign that said ‘cleaning’. Seraphel blinked, but the concept seemed popular. And the person managing the store had more clients than the rest of the street combined.

The Helpful Servants, nearly forty, just stood there, and Seraphel wondered if they were Golems rather than people. They were so highly-trained…she leaned over as a thought occurred to her.

“Those aren’t [Slaves], are they? Roshal?”

She named the distasteful nation from the continent of Chandrar, and her lips twisted—but one of her [Knights] rode over and hastened to come back and assure her.

“Merely workers-for-hire, Your Highness. I’ve heard of the Helpful Servants. They have been a staple for nearly a century—and caught on in the entire region. Even in Samal. They have not spread as far as Calanfer, but the organization seems to be growing. Excellent service for little pay. Even Her Majesty, Queen Ielane, has been debating hiring a few.”

“Oh, very good.”

Seraphel looked back at the person at the till, who was busily sending out the Helpful Servants. She wondered if their class was [Servant] or [Maid] or…what. They were very well-trained. Even Mariel and Thistel couldn’t stand to attention with a perfect smile like that. The Helpful Servants just held place until they were called for their job.

The attendant running things had the same polite look and doll-like movements as the others. Though she seemed more active. Her smile was very wide, a business-person’s too-friendly grin, and Seraphel took this for some kind of scam-service. Yet it seemed aboveboard, and people clearly liked the service, judging from the queue. Then Seraphel was rolling past one oddity among many in a foreign kingdom.

Then the shops she was familiar with quickly changed from the intriguing to the quaintly strange—and then the tenebrous fantasy.

“Ser Knights. Would your guest be interested in resting at a Sleeping Parlor? Sleep or your coins returned.”

A voice called out, quiet, and Seraphel’s head turned. She saw—a mattress? It was lying there, and someone dressed in what looked like pajamas, complete with slippers and a hat, was beckoning to Ser Dalimont.

He reacted as if it were another busker, but Seraphel could not remember…Mariel and Thistel stared at the oddest of shops.

“A Sleeping Parlor? What is it for?”

“Sleep, apparently. Not at this moment, Miss. Out of curiosity, what services do you offer?”

The attendant kept pace with Ser Dalimont, projecting her voice for Seraphel as he inquired.

“Dreamless sleep, restful slumber, dreaming sleep—no nightmares services at the Golden Pillow—but if you would care to sample our bed? You may doze off within seconds of lying down.”

Indeed, the bed on display was being offered to passersby. Most seemed familiar with the concept, so they didn’t lie down, but Seraphel’s lips quirked with pure amazement.

“They offer sleep as a commodity, here? The Bedtime Queen of Desonis must love it here.”

She meant it as a joke, but the attendant looked serious.

“Milady, if you aren’t interested in slumber at this moment, why not visit a smoke-spa until you tire? Or—if it takes your fancy, there’s a Moonlight Lounge not a street down—”

She pointed, and Seraphel saw one of the buildings ahead was, indeed, venting smoke into the air at such profusion she would have feared a fire. But it was a spa?

She didn’t remember this at all. Then again, spas and slumber were not the sort of thing a young girl wanted. She did remember the Underroads. And she vaguely remembered…

“Is the Moonlight Lounge where you sit under, well, moonlight? I remember that. I have not been here for over a decade, you see.”

“Absolutely, Your Highness. If you would follow me—”

This time, Dalimont stopped the attendant from leading Seraphel’s coach astray. He showed the woman away, assuring her they would be back. It might not have been an empty promise.

“Your Highness! Look, performers. They’re…oh. They’re not [Fools] or [Jesters]. What are they?”

Thistel frowned as she pointed ahead and saw a strange duo performing in the street. Seraphel turned, and this time she did know what was going on.

“Oh, firebreathers.”

A man with hair carefully tied back, wearing a mask, paused as he lifted a flaming torch to his lips. He waited until the coach was passing by—then blew.

Fire rose upwards, and Thistel gasped. Seraphel looked up and sighed. A blooming jet of flames rose as the [Firebreather] exhaled whatever was in his mouth. But the licking tendrils of light were not red or orange—but a rosy bloom, pink, and as it rose—errupting upwards, blooming up from the stream of projected flames like a flower opening above a stem rising into the night.

Seraphel clapped her hands with the crowd, and one of her [Knights] flicked a gold coin into a bowl. The [Firestarter] bowed, and another began to juggle torches.

Flame and light. Now, she saw it. Fire, to chase away the darkness that must surely engulf Menorome at all times. It didn’t even feel dark, not on these streets. Why, she felt like it was a second day, and even the black skies above…

Seraphel peered up and blinked. She thought it was a starless night! But what she saw instead was a bunch of huge ‘stars’, each shining a different color.

This time, Mariel figured out what was happening first.

“Oh, oh, Your Highness—they must be hanging lanterns! I have seen these! I bought my mother one for a present. There’s hundreds!”

Lights in the sky. They hung from long ropes strung between buildings or floated high in the air on kite strings, and then Seraphel began laughing. It surprised her so much that she didn’t know who was making that sound at first. But she peered out of the carriage, and there she was.

A [Princess], her auburn hair drifting in the faintest of breezes, laughing softly in a city filled by whispers. Firelight glowed across her face, and the colors of a thousand flames made her eyes shine.

She looked so sad. That was what the passersby thought. A quietly sad [Princess], laughing as if she were unfamiliar with how to do so. That was how they first knew and heard of Seraphel du Marquin. And many thought—the [Princess] that many had thought would be a loud ornament from Calanfer might well fit in here. What a shame it was the warring Twins of Ovela who would take up her time.

On, through the city. Seraphel saw people walking out of the Underroads, visitors from Avel, even Samal, the Paradise-Kingdom of Keys, staring around Menorome just like she was. She wanted to stop, but they were heading to the inner city, closer to the palace, where her estates waited.

——

“A [Princess] of Calanfer? Here? What wedding? What do you mean, a siege? Why has no one told me about this?”

Some people hadn’t heard about Afiele. It had been a subject of worry in Menorome, and certainly, the royal court and nobility had been concerned over the political implications and the threat to their borders—and the rumors of what had occurred with ghosts.

But outside Noelictus? The commonfolk had just heard of it as a [Necromancer] raising a horde. Distressing, but not unique.

To foreign nations, it was little more than a footnote. An important one to pay attention to, given that one of Calanfer’s [Princesses] was going to enter into a marriage with the Kingdom of Shade. If you were, for instance, the ruler of a nation bordering Noelictus, it would behoove you to know this fact.

However, the man sitting in the slowly rocking carousel of ancient stone had the blankest look on his face. He had a tremendously huge longbow he was leaning on. A Relic-class weapon of a bygone age, which glowed like a ray of the sun.

It was called the Bow of Avel, and the man holding it was known as King Itreimedes, the King of Avel. The King of Bows…and one of his advisors leaned over with a pained look.

“Your Majesty, please. This is a semi-public vehicle. Lower your voice. You were briefed on the matter.”

“I sleep through my briefings. One of Reclis’ girls is here? Is it the crazy one?”

“Your Majesty! Shut up!”

The King of Avel had a huge congregation, as any monarch might. They were wincing in the private carriage they had been assigned—but the problem was they were in the Nighttrain. And it was a public vehicle that royalty and commonfolk rode in.

It was not impossible for visitors to Noelictus riding in the great, serpentine vehicle of stone and metal and magic to hear Itreimedes’ voice. Especially because he was a loud man. The King of Avel kept talking, ignoring his rude advisors.

He was an unconventional [King], but as he liked to say, only a few monarchs had to be conventional, and they were the boring ones. The man was, at this moment, swatting at his [Advisor]’s legs with his bow, using the greatest treasure of his kingdom like a club. He was extraordinarily careless with it—mostly because he had never found anything that could damage the famous bow.

“Well, the King of Diplomacy’s finally remarried the Princess of Widows. Isn’t that her name? No, wait. The Cursed Princess. That’s the one.”

“Your Majesty, she’s in the city! And she just survived a particularly nasty siege! If you don’t mind your tongue, you’ll cause another incident with the Kingdom of Shade. Which would force us to cancel your vacation.”

The threat of that made Itreimedes hesitate and lower his voice at last.

“Oh—fine! But I’d better not have to go to the wedding.”

“As it is not a wedding between the crowns—you may be able to avoid it, Your Majesty. It’s to an Earl. Ovela, I believe.”

The King of Avel sighed in relief. Then he got up and paced, swaying a bit, to one of the windows of the Nighttrain. He beamed out of the ancient glass.

“Well, I cannot wait. Menorome again! Then maybe we’ll jaunt to Samal and see about finding some keys.”

He was in fine spirits as he was taking a month-long break from the duties of rulership—whether his kingdom liked it or not. His advisors, who had to make up for Itreimedes’ slack, were less happy about it, but the truth was that keeping the King of Bows entertained was a full-time job.

Where else to do that but Menorome? Or rather, where else but through Menorome? Even if the capital wasn’t the sole entertainment for the month, it would be where the King of Bows first stopped.

Since he rode the Nighttrain.

Under the city that Seraphel was riding through were great tunnels of old. They were carved out of the same rock as the Tomb of Afiele and many of the underground structures of Noelictus. Black stone and smooth—it would have felt like being in the abyss it was so dark underground. If it weren’t for the lights, the oppressive darkness would have been suffocating.

Lanterns shone through the vast tunnel, and the thing that snaked to its destination looked like some great, serpentine beast. It had been compared to Wyrms of old, a vast beast of pale scales and windows glowing with light.

The Nighttrain. One of the last great magical wonders of the world. These tunnels connected Noelictus to no less than three nations.

The Kingdom of Keys, Samal. The Kingdom of Bows, Avel. And the Kingdom of Levicus.

Levicus had waned considerably, despite its claim to fame as one of the nations founded in the days of the Hundred Heroes of Terandria. But the Nighttrain’s underground roads still led there.

It did not connect to other nations any longer. Collapsed tunnels due to war or accidents had reduced a great system of transit down to a single train, which tirelessly travelled the tunnels. Even so, it was faster, safer, and more reliable than aboveground travel.

The Nighttrain was one of the reasons Menorome was a tourist destination at all, and it had united the local kingdoms throughout periods of strife. Now—the great craft of eight linked cars, each huge enough to hold up to three hundred, floated forwards.

Floated. It never touched the ground. The only sound was the rushing of wind and the creaking of ancient metal or stone shifting. King Itreimedes beamed as he saw the lanterns brightening.

“To Menorome, then! Although I hope they have something new. I hate sleeping. And if Queen Nicterise is in one of her moods, I’ll be avoiding her. Maybe we should head overland to Ailendamus? They’ve got some wonderful sights.”

One of the [King]’s advisors whispered in his ear.

“Your Majesty, we’re not friendly with Ailendamus at this moment.”

“Really? Damn.”

——

They only stopped once. The carriage of royalty and her escort of [Knights] had the right of way over most traffic, but Ser Dalimont held up a hand just one time.

“Hold. Someone is blocking the road.”

“One side. Hunters’ right of way.”

A voice called out from ahead, louder and more authoritative than any Seraphel had heard. Seraphel, staring over her shoulder at the first pet she had seen—a cat with a bell on its collar, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, pale white paws leaving glowing footprints behind it—turned and saw forty figures striding down the street.

They were on foot, but they didn’t feel the need to keep to either side of the street. And indeed—every wagon and vehicle was hauling towards the side of the road. It took Dalimont only a moment to whisper to their driver. The [Knights] trotted left, and Seraphel blinked.

Was someone dead? But they had said ‘Hunters’. Unlike every other kingdom, Noelictus didn’t have any standing [Knight] Orders. At least—none living.

But they did have the Hunter’s Guild, who fulfilled the same role. They were not adventurers, the common warriors-for-hire who slew monsters and sought out dungeons. Nor were they honorable [Knights].

Seraphel had heard the Hunters of Noelictus derided as grim killers, but when undead or certain threats arose, they were the first you called for. Now came three dozen of their number, striding down the street.

Not a single one had been at Afiele. She knew they roamed, but Seraphel couldn’t help but glare at them. Then the glare turned puzzled—because she kept staring at something rolling in the middle of this group.

Hunters of Noelictus rarely came out in such numbers. A group of ten was large. But here they were, and she supposed in their own kingdom, it was only fitting there were a lot of them.

But what a sight. Just like all of Menorome, their style was completely unique compared to the more traditional attire of Calanfer. Seraphel would be wearing a classic ballroom dress when she presented herself to the throne, or perhaps something trendier depending on what clothes she had and the purpose of the occasion. But even casually, she had riding dresses, her maids had aprons and a fancy halter top, or perhaps a risque sheath dress could be worn in private with friends.

Trousers or men’s clothing were not something Seraphel could wear even if she wanted to. A transgressive [Lady] or [Princess] of another nation might get away with it, but they were breaking with tradition. That held with most nations…and [Knights] of both genders wore plate armor.

But Hunters? They strode forwards, wearing black trenchcoats, long black leggings, belts festooned with potions, throwing daggers—and heavy crossbows hung on their backs or at their sides next to swords, rapiers, and axes.

Their leader, who had done the shouting, was a grim-faced man with no less than six throwing-axes hanging from his belt. When his coat moved, Seraphel saw long throwing knives in the inseam, hidden in careful holsters. Oh—and he had a wide-brimmed hat, also black, with the insignia of the Hunter’s Guild, a crossbow and an odd pointed dagger, on it. More like a piece of pointed wood, really.

The rest of the Hunters wore similar attire. Leather or cloth armor, not metal. But they were armed to the teeth; one had a huge sledgehammer on their back. And they were marching quickly.

What made Seraphel confused about the entire procession of these Hunters was something in the center of their group. It was…a coffin. It was propped upright and being rolled by four of them. It had the sigil of Noelictus on it, the Kingdom of Shade’s scythe, wheat, and hand reaching towards the sky in a stylized crest.

Was this a burial? Why roll the coffin rather than carry it? They did not look like they were in mourning.

Ser Dalimont saluted the Hunters, none of whom returned the gesture. They strode on, barely glancing at Princess Seraphel. The [Princess] had time to observe them and hear whispers.

“Forty. It must be a great outbreak.”

“There are more each year. Their Majesties truly do support the Guild. If it weren’t for their cards, I would be content…but to see them in their indulgences…”

“Shush. If it’s necessary, the Parliament of Land will raise it.”

Ah, the politics of another nation. Seraphel tried not to analyze those statements. She watched as the Hunters continued on. Her eyes lingered on the coffin, though. She wondered why—perhaps for travel—there were chains on it. Reddish-brown. Rusted?

——

Adamantium chains clinked. They always did, in the box. When the sleeper woke—from their long naps—it seemed as though no time had passed.

Sometimes, all they heard were screams or pleading. Other times, it was just silent and the chains would slither down, and the coffin’s lid would fall away.

A few times, every now and then, someone introduced themselves to him. A [King], another leader of the hunt. These meetings were not overly tedious, but they were not the purpose for which the man in the coffin waited.

His eyes opened in the dark. He woke up for a second.

Someone was watching him. He had an unsettling moment of dissonance and worried his heart had stopped beating at last.

Dry lips wet slightly as a tongue licked them. A voice muttered, and the Hunters escorting him halted a second.

“A [Princess]. It reminds me of Marquin’s kingdom.”

He tasted something else, even in the coffin that shielded him from the outside world—and the outside world from him. They were moving, and it felt like Menorome. They had need of his blades, then. He wondered how bad it was this time. It didn’t matter.

He should go back to sleep. They were getting worried, his comrades. He didn’t know them, but they knew their job. One tapped the side of the coffin, a complex little rhythm.

“Yes. Sleep.”

So he closed his eyes, that [Ancient Hunter]. A weapon should not wake until it was used. He drifted off, but before he did, his nose wrinkled. One eye opened again, and that voice spoke in the coffin.

“I hear a spider scuttling about. Tell the Hunters.”

It was not the first time he’d said that. The world paused—then he heard a knocking on his coffin.

Affirmative.

So the man called Piortesenzth closed his eyes again and went back to sleep. It was just a little thing. If they woke him for battle with the undead or Crelers or anything else—it didn’t matter.

He would be needed, soon. So he slept.

When he woke, it would be time to hunt.

Sasi

Lady Sasi Afiele cried for three days when Princess Seraphel left. Culin cried for five.

She’d stayed as long as she could, longer than Cara. But she’d had to go and present herself to the throne.

It wasn’t fair. Seraphel had been the only person that Sasi could talk to after…after everything.

There was the household guard, and servants, but none of the old retainers who had served along her father like Meltain had survived. The new ones were kind…but did not know her or Culin the same.

They called her Lady Sasi now. And they gave her sad looks when they thought she wasn’t looking. As if she were dying. The same with Culin.

Old Duchess Grishen they could speak to, but she was busy. Busy replanting as many fields as they could for a winter harvest, rebuilding the town, managing her county and Afiele’s. She was also still scary, for all she said she was going to try to be kind.

Seraphel was the one who had been able to hold them and hug them and had all the time for Sasi to cling to her. She hadn’t cried…until Seraphel had left.

It was like all the tears she’d had for everything that had happened, her parents, her beloved home, the undead, the [Necromancer]—had been cried out. She’d only found more for Seraphel going.

Such a silly thing. She should have wept for the burnt fields, for the countless dead, for her parents and her town, still smashed open where a horde of undead had burst through, summoned by the horrible [Necromancer]. Instead, she only wept for Seraphel.

Maybe because that was a small sadness and the big one was too big, even for tears.

The wheat was black, as if soot had settled on it. But that was just how Ashwheat looked. The fields outside of Duchess Grishen’s castle were wide and plentiful—a final harvest before the cold made it too hard to grow.

Aside from the scorched, black ground, there were plenty of workers in the field, even now. They were harvesting the good crops, replanting fast and hoping for a partial yield.

It was going to be a cold winter. Afiele’s siege had exhausted their food supplies, and Ovela still needed its tithe. Grishen had said they would manage, and she would speak to the Twins directly. Even so—the fields were abuzz.

Except for the ones blackened by fire. No one would plant anything there, or for years to come.

The [Necromancer] had died there. It was not that they wanted to honor his resting place. It was more that no one would stomach the idea of planting something that would be eaten on his remains.

The ground, when Sasi walked it, crunched with hollowed stalks of grain. The charcoal dust had baked into the very ground, and even for Noelictus—this place seemed dark.

A few scarecrows hung from nearby fields, tall and stuffed with pale straw. They looked…ominous, sometimes. Even to a girl who had lived amongst fields all her life.

Perhaps it was because they reminded her of the undead and she expected the corpse-like figures to jerk, to leap forwards and come at her, mouths open wide.

She had nightmares. Nightmares of them clawing at her, of running through the keep and shouting for Culin. Of…the [Necromancer] reaching for her.

She should have died. That night, in the keep, with her ankle broken, she had hidden Culin in their secret spot and tried to draw the other undead away. They had got her, and she remembered the [Necromancer] staring down at her with something like guilt in his eyes. Then—he had pointed at her, and the world had gone dark.

The rest of it was a painful dream where she followed him around, magicked by a spell, as he prepared to destroy the rest of her home. She remembered him speaking to her.

“They killed my friends. Burnt them for being [Necromancers]. We harmed no one. You…I am doing to the living what they did to me. Do you understand? I will let you go once I am done. I swear that.”

Feren—that was his name—had said it as if he were trying to explain. Trying to explain why her parents had to die. He would bend down—look her in the eyes—then turn away.

She hated him. She hated him more than she could speak, and if she could have gone back in time and killed him, Sasi would. She wished she had seen him die—but Cara had done that.

Cara, the singer who had brought the dead back to fight the [Necromancer]. Who had sung him a final pyre in this spot.

Sasi kept walking the fields here, when she had time, trying to find the exact spot where he had died. She looked for bones, kicked the soil around—anything.

“Sasi? Sasi. Lady Afiele, there you are. Your brother’s in a panic. Make yourself ready, we’re bound to your lands.”

An old, crackling voice called, and Sasi jumped. She turned—and an old woman was stomping across the fields in boots reinforced by steel.

Duchess Grishen had once been called a ‘battleaxe of a woman’ by Sasi’s father when he thought Grishen wasn’t listening. Grishen had always been a mean woman in Sasi’s eyes. Judging her parents, scolding—

Now, she was a welcome sight. She carried a mace at her side, and she stomped along, followed by several of her guards. She was…tough. Unforgiving. But she was not a cruel woman, just hard.

The land needs a woman who will not break. So she had said, and while she did not hug Sasi, she often spoke and let the girl cry or shout and replied with that tone.

Like steel, unbending.

“I told him I was going for a walk.”

Sasi scuffed at the ground, peering down as she did. Culin refused to come here. He was afraid of going anywhere the [Necromancer] had been. He stayed with Ser Dalius, and only the glow of Sasi and Culin’s sworn protectors let him sleep.

That was a change, too. Grishen glanced around as if looking for the ghosts.

“One stays away, the other seeks the bones of that wretch. Neither is healthy. Nor would be staying at your old keep, if it was in any condition for it, but I will move you if only to keep you from obsessing.”

The keep. Sasi’s heart leapt painfully. She would never, never be able to go back into that place where her parents had died, never sleep in the room where…

Grishen’s grey eyes were kind for a moment when they fixed on the girl’s face.

“Enough. I meant a town in my lands, not yours. House Lantal has more than one town. Get ready for travel. We’re bound for Afiele. Then—Ovela.”

She heaved a huge sigh, and Sasi fidgeted.

“Afiele? Why there? Why Ovela?”

In response, the Duchess grimaced.

“Your folk want to know you’re alive, girl. Nevermind they saw you a week ago—can you blame them for worrying like your brother does? Besides, I want to make sure the villages are safe. Not all have walls.”

There might be more undead around. Sasi nodded earnestly, and Grishen went on.

“Then, once we make sure they’ve all had enough food come winter—Ovela wishes you to present yourself. It’s a custom to pay tribute to the [Earl]. Just like it would be in another province. It’s idiotic, now, though. You two are young, and there is no point—much less to the Twins. But they want to see Afiele’s ghosts again. That’s the real reason. Pay attention to that—and I doubt they’ll look twice at you. Mark them and understand how Ovela is, Sasi.”

She was speaking like an adult to Sasi, and the girl’s heart leapt, and her head hurt.

“Do you—what do you mean, pay attention to how Ovela is, Duchess?”

The old woman stopped—looked at Sasi, and her annoyed expression, about to snap a response, softened. She exhaled.

“—Dead gods. You don’t know then, about the Twins? No. Your parents wouldn’t talk petty politics, would they?”

“They said a lot. They said the old [Earl] was better, and the Twins ask more and more. I heard some things.”

Sasi was angry without knowing why, and Duchess Grishen nodded.

“Well enough said. Don’t tell them that. But they wouldn’t have told you…argh. Another thing to explain. If you go to Menorome, the Landsreight Parliament would be bad enough. Ghosts aside! Half the nobility will want to trick you into supporting their petty legislation, and that’s aside from the royal family.”

She spat into the black, burnt fields, and Sasi fidgeted. She loved Menorome and had always begged her parents to go there on holiday.

“Why would that be a problem?”

Grishen pointed a stub of a forefinger at her. A zombie had bit off the tip, once.

“You are a [Lady] of Afiele, Sasi. You have a vote, as do I. A smaller vote since I am a [Duchess], though both our lands have waned so we have only a small say. But a vote is a vote, and they can badger even the crown to get their way. It is politics and not a place for a girl—but you have a voice as strong as any other. So when they demand you take part or try to bully you—you will have to argue with your peers decades older.”

Sasi felt afraid at the very idea. However, Grishen wasn’t done.

“As for the crown—King Allorev has been generous. He has cut our tithe in half for three years already and invited you to the court at your leisure. He will be pleasant. His children? You’ll meet them and forget about them, I trust. As for Queen Nicterise, the woman will either have you loving her or leave you afraid of the palace for years.”

“B-but isn’t Queen Nicterise lovely?”

Sasi protested. She knew of the royal family.

King Nicte Allorev, the King of Hosts, from distant Kaaz, who had married into the family. A charming man, her mother had said, if sometimes too much.

Queen Cathiel Nicterise, the Queen of Faces, the poor queen, who had her seasons and whom even distant Afiele knew about.

Prince Seratoito, who had married the famous Huntress Agshiga, Commander of the Royal Deathhunt. A clever [Prince]…whom neither her mother nor father had ever liked, Sasi realized as she recalled how they spoke of him. She hadn’t ever noticed they had nothing nice to say, but pretended they did.

And Princess Kadane, who was said to be spicy. For some reason.

Lastly, there was the newborn child, who had come into the family far later than anyone had guessed, given how old Queen Nicterise was. Prince Gedal, barely four years old and beloved by his citizens.

Everyone knew the royal family, but Grishen’s perspective was of someone who had actually met them. She sighed.

“Cathiel. Yes. Hope for a good season.”

She was so informal! One did not speak the [King] or [Queen]’s first names. Even when you gossiped about them, you used their last names. But then, Grishen had met them, and she was a [Duchess], closest to the throne by right of birth.

In fact, Duchess Grishen outranked even the Twins, who were earls! But only in status. In practice…she turned to Sasi and gave the girl a serious look.

“The Twins rule Ovela, and Ovela is war, Sasi. We give our grain and goods to Ovela, and they keep us safe. Ailendamus wars across the border with us.”

“But it’s not war…”

If it was war, everyone would say it. Grishen snorted.

“No, it’s not a war in writing. But I have heard and seen how fierce the battles are, and the Twins war with the damned Baron of House Ecte like they mean to fight a war hot enough for both nations. It’s bloody, pointless—”

“Aren’t they defending us?”

“So they claim. But they cross into Ailendamus’ lands too often for defense. I will keep you out of their designs no matter what. They are young idiots—even if they inherited their father’s talent for war. None of his wisdom. Fallien and Piral, water and fire, some call them. I just see the same apple, one male, one female. They’ll want your support in the Landsreight. The palace will want your fealty. Your peers, to take advantage of you. And every other idiot to take from Afiele what they can before you’re old enough to hold them to account.”

She was painting a terrible view of the future. A crushing one that made Sasi want to cry and weep. But then a voice spoke, like a burning brand held aloft in the darkness.

“They may try. But we will not allow any machinations against the [Lord] and [Lady] of the fields. No longer. We have failed them once—we shall not hesitate a second time if need be.”

Grishen and Sasi turned—and a figure rose from the ground. She floated upwards, her sword and shield crossed as she floated, without the need to walk or move, and Grishen’s guards nearly reached for their blades despite having seen her many times now.

Arteis Ladel, Crusader of the Dawn Patrol, a warrior from a time long past, floated up from the field where she had been hidden. She wore armor of old, emblazoned with an ancient sun over the sigil of Noelictus.

[Paladin]. Her features, like all the ghosts, were reflected across pale blue, and she was semi-transparent most of the time. When she was angry or passionate, she looked more opaque—and she was the first ancestor of Duchess Grishen.

The woman who had been so mighty in life that she had been named a Duchess, granted the very lands of House Ladel today. She had slain a Goblin Lord in her youth, fought every monster imaginable—even gone to Rhir and fought in hell itself—until she perished.

She—did not look like the woman that Sasi would have expected. For one thing, most of her hair was missing. Half of her head was shaved, and the other half was long, running down her head. It was an odd look and made her seem even fiercer—she claimed her hair would be black if you could see it, and her eyes had apparently been orange, like embers.

Grishen, white-haired, looked older than her great ancestor as she bowed. But the two still had a similarity that Sasi noticed. A strong jaw, a certain curve to the bridge of her nose—and an expression like either woman could simply eat a Ghoul if need be.

“Ancestor.”

It had taken Grishen a while to find a way to address Arteis. The [Paladin] shifted slightly as she finished rising and then dipped her head. First to Sasi, then to Grishen.

“You need not stand on formalities with me, Duchess Grishen. I am but a warrior and neither your ancestor directly—nor would I claim it now. I am a ghost, a guardian.”

She had never had children, so the Ladel bloodline that Grishen claimed was more distant. For all that, Grishen stared at the woman who had begun her entire legacy.

Not with pure awe or admiration, but with a kind of pained sadness. As if trying to see whether she had matched that woman, for the fact that Arteis was here—and so much had been lost for one miracle.

The ghosts had risen once more in response to Afiele’s need. But oh—Sasi closed her eyes a second.

If only they had come earlier, her father and mother would be alive. The miracle at the last minute was a painful one indeed, and it was reflected in Arteis’ eyes.

“Apologies, for my absences betimes, Duchess. I was scouting deep beneath the fields. For bones or other undead. Monsters.”

She had been here. One of the ghosts was always with Sasi or Culin. They took their responsibilities seriously, and Grishen bowed her head.

“Did you find any?”

“Moles. Dead. Two hundred feet deep, across all the fields, and I found neither bones nor lurking monsters. Nor those glowing orange eggs you claim are these dreaded ‘Crelers’. I should like to meet them, if only to understand why the world fears them so.”

Sasi shuddered at the mention of the most terrifying monsters, and Grishen nodded.

“If only so you understand their threat, Paladin. Your abilities never fail to amaze me.”

“I as well.”

Arteis tossed her head and smiled archly. Then she frowned.

“Having no body is an inconvenience, in a way. My sword feels too light, my flesh without give. I miss the joys of sensation—and I can well see why Ser Dalius calls it a curse to be trapped as such. But I have been ‘awake’ mere days compared to his long vigil. I shall endure, as shall the rest of us, quite well for at least a decade. So I feel. We have more than enough to do.”

Sasi and Duchess Grishen traded a look, and Sasi felt her cold heart stirring again. In the midst of destruction—came a strange changing of days.

Legends had returned. As ghosts, yes, but they were back. What would happen? What did the future hold?

Grishen looked uncomfortable, though. She turned to Arteis.

“Decades? You do not plan to rest?”

Arteis shook her head briskly and lifted her blade, as if to admire it. Even in death, she held a sword that glowed with faint golden light. The edge of the blade was so fine Sasi couldn’t see it, and even if it was a memory—it had surely been a relic of great power.

“The old Tombwarden is gone. My comrades—vanished. There is a great mystery upon us, and until I solve that, I would not rest. However, I have sworn to also guard Sasi and Culin, and for our failures, we shall do so. Afiele has grown poor since I slept. We shall labor to make it resplendent once more. Already, we have slain every undead who rose, and my kin have built the walls first at Landsmecht.”

“So soon.”

Grishen murmured. Sasi’s head perked up.

“Landsmecht? Violetta and Idelt’s home? Are they okay?”

“I did not go myself, but you may ask my kin.”

Arteis favored Sasi with a brief smile, then returned to reporting.

“The wall stands sixteen feet tall, and we built it two hundred paces around the entire village from the fields. It is made of stones and mortar as we felt wood would be too susceptible.”

“So large. And so vast!”

Even Adreissel’s walls, her hometown’s, were only ten feet tall! Sasi was agog at how much work it must have been! To dig the foundations? Let alone find that many stones? Even Duchess Grishen looked amazed, but Arteis’ smile was calm.

“We are ghosts. Nigh on two hundred of us laboring without sleep or rest? Some of us did know the trade of making walls, and the rest can at least learn and haul stones. It took us five weeks to build a wall for one village. We shall do the others faster. Then we will put our hands to other work. Few of us enjoy the act of building, I confess, but we consider it a penance. We shall be of more use, soon.”

Walls for villages that had never had the time or resources to afford them. And the ghosts were also capable of killing any threats, be they monsters or undead, without danger.

“Oh, the Twins will want to do something with them. That’s the true danger. Promise them nothing—I only hope the crown will be understanding.”

Arteis had floated off to inspect more spots for danger, and she was flying high overhead. Sasi craned her neck back, not understanding why Grishen sounded so wary.

“Why would they be upset, Duchess? Paladin Arteis is a hero, and besides—now they’re back, they can do so much good.”

“Yes…for Afiele. But an immortal ghost scares powerful people, Sasi. They are beholden to you, not the crown. So Arteis and the others swear, and few monarchs would be easy with that, even Nicte himself.”

“King Allorev? But I’m his subject. And so are the ghosts. If anything’s wrong, he can just order us to do something for him.”

Sasi’s head hurt, and she didn’t understand Grishen’s concerns. The woman looked at her, and her eyes crinkled up suddenly, her weathered face filling with laugh-lines as she smiled.

“Ah, girl. Maybe if he hears you say that—all will be well. I forget you’re innocent.”

Why was what she said so funny? Sasi didn’t understand. But her heart was full and sad. Full, sad…

As Arteis flew above, she came down a second to shout.

“I should look forwards to meeting these Twins, Duchess! If only to see why they gave Afiele no aid! That young Earl ran off before we had more words and he was speechless when we first met.”

Her face was no longer content, and she had a dark thundercloud of an expression. Grishen glanced up and nodded slowly, no longer smiling.

“I will not gainsay you that, Arteis. Just bear in mind Afiele is their subject.”

“That is only a virtue extended when the right to rule is nobly held. I shall endanger my folk little—but I am wroth. Perhaps they are to blame for…well.”

“Is there any more clue why all the other ghosts are gone?”

Sasi asked hopefully, and Arteis hesitated.

“Ser Dalius, our Tombwarden, has investigated more. The remains of the old Tombwarden are there, and not undead or disturbed. I understand nothing. The magic spells? Intact but for the odor. Argh! If only the older ghosts were alive! It seems all older than me are gone!”

She clenched a fist. There should have been thousands, possibly tens of thousands of ghosts who should have risen. According to Arteis, anyone over Level 40 would have been able to become a ghost in the Tomb of Afiele.

…But there were only two hundred. And the Tombwarden, the ghost that was supposed to be ever-vigilant, was gone. Ser Dalius, the lost [Knight], had never been put to sleep properly, and he had been alone for…ages.

Something had gone wrong. In lieu of guidance, the ghosts had appointed Dalius as the new Tombwarden and hunted for answers. Grishen nodded.

“Perhaps the palace will know more.”

“Perhaps, but if we have not been summoned in living memory, even for your ‘Creler Wars’, I fear the answers are buried deep. I—will look forward to the summons when they arrive. Frankly, I expected the army and those [Hunters] to insist we accompany them back.”

“Doubtless the crown is processing what it has learned. And gauging a response.”

Grishen replied steadily, and Arteis gave her a sharp look.

“Indeed, I should like to see the exalted throne once more. Light shining through shadow. Hopefully not as wearied by war against the damned Goblin King as last time.”

Light through shadow? Sasi had never heard the Kingdom of Shade described thusly, and seemingly, neither had Grishen. The woman paused.

“First, Ovela. Sasi, I will make ready to go. You have an hour—will you go to the keep?”

“I’ll walk a tiny bit in the fields, Duchess.”

The old woman gave Sasi a meaningful look, but she nodded. Arteis bowed.

“Aye. Lady Sasi, I will leave you to your thoughts. Oh—”

She looked around, frowning, and her sword twitched suddenly. The guards stirred, and Grishen turned.

“Something the matter, Arteis?”

“No…no.”

The woman slowly lowered her sword, but Sasi realized—she hadn’t put away her sword and shield. The [Paladin] turned, then lowered her voice.

“I should tell you as to make you aware. Not to alarm you, Lady Sasi, Duchess. But my fellow ghosts and I feel as though we have been observed of late. Perhaps those two spies we captured who drank poison. Or someone else. It seems someone has taken note of our return.”

Watchers? Sasi shivered slightly, and the [Paladin] raised a hand.

“Don’t worry, Lady Sasi. We shall be vigilant. Perhaps it is the eyes of the palace. But I am simply ready to accost whatever watches me. Whatever it is—”

She smiled, and her eyes glinted in that battle-worn face.

“—it fears to meet us. We are foes without life left to lose.”

She stepped back, watchful, and sank beneath the earth. But still—Sasi saw Arteis turning her head. As if searching for something.

——

Oh, why couldn’t life be simple after all that had happened?

If only she could have lived in peace for…ten years without anything to do but eat, grow, and think; maybe after ten years, she’d be a tiny bit healed.

That was how Sasi felt. Or perhaps she would never heal. There was a hole in her heart, and it was where her father and mother had been. It was all the people of her home.

It was…her world, in pieces. And no ghosts could fill that gap.

They tried. But they brought more difficult things when Sasi just wanted to sleep. She couldn’t even lie abed. One of them, Arteis, would make her get up, dress, and walk rather than sit.

“I don’t need to finish my meal!”

Sasi shouted at the [Paladin] at dinner. Duchess Grishen often laid out the children’s favorite meals. But Sasi had little appetite. Culin ate enough, but she’d pushed her food around and wanted to sleep. Until Arteis had insisted she at least eat.

The [Paladin] was unmoved. A [Knight] remonstrated with her, and he was clean-shaven, kind, Culin’s protector, and the other most important ghost. They all deferred to him, even though he was the ‘youngest’ by far.

He had been awake the longest in undeath and suffered greatly in isolation. He had a single greatsword strapped to his back and different armor than Ladel’s. More ornate, with twisting vines running up what had once been silvered mail.

“Perhaps let Sasi go this once, Dame Arteis? She ate enough at lunch.”

Ser Dalius laid a hand on Arteis’ shoulder. She was blocking Sasi’s way, and push as the girl might—the other woman’s touch was frigid.

Frigid, but not freezing cold. Ghosts could sap the life out of you, literally freeze water. But Arteis had shown Dalius how to moderate his touch. So she was more like cold air.

Cold air the girl couldn’t move even with all her weight. Light as a feather. Immovable as stone.

Arteis Ladel turned her head to Dalius and replied calmly to him.

“You are too kind to her, Dalius. And you, perhaps, forget how much a child needs to eat.”

He bit his lip as he was reminded how long it had been since he had been alive. He sometimes forgot, and he would grow fascinated by a bird preening its wings or the way light shone down in the morning. Arteis turned to the girl as her one hope stepped back.

“Cruel it may be, Lady Sasi, but I cannot let you waste away by turns. Yonder meal would not fill a starving [Monk]. You ate better with Princess Seraphel around.”

That was because she chatted and told stories of her family and looked distressed if Sasi wasn’t hungry. The girl tried to dodge left, and a hand blocked her. The ghosts were endlessly quick thanks to their levels, and Sasi eventually backed up.

“Why do I have to eat? A [Lady] should be thin.”

She tried a gambit that elicited a snort from Grishen. The [Duchess] was hardly frail herself, but she had that austere look some women got. Yet even she leaned over her plate of barley soup, fattened by Corusdeer venison.

“If your mother ever told you that, she forgot she was no longer a [Lady] of Menorome. A pampered woman from another kingdom may be so thin as to be unable to lift a sack of grain. But you had better have the strength to outrun a skeleton and swing a hammer, Sasi.”

“Eat. Even if it tastes like ash. I cannot let you fall to despair, Lady Sasi. And I will have you hate me before you are underfed.”

Arteis was immovable. Sasi had to go back and chew down the rest of her plate before the [Paladin] relented. Even afterwards, she followed Sasi around, even checked the privy before Sasi could use it.

“There’s no more monsters, Arteis!”

The [Paladin] walked around Sasi’s bedroom. It was right next to Culin’s. He had wanted to sleep with her, but the two would wake each other at night, and both would get no sleep, thinking the other was something else—an undead—if they spoke, made noise, or went to the bathroom.

Instead, Ser Dalius would sit in Culin’s room, reading a book, glowing faintly, and the boy slept soundly in his pale blue aegis. If he woke, crying out or screaming, Sasi would hear Dalius’ soft voice, speaking to him when she opened his door to check on him. Often, the [Knight] would be whispering an apology.

She liked Dalius. Arteis? Arteis had agreed not to stay in Sasi’s room, but at least one ghost patrolled the hallways at night, and she did things like float through Sasi’s bed and check the toilets, even floating through them, gross as it was.

“We captured two spies, Lady Sasi. The [Necromancer] was after your father and mother. I cannot help but think it was more than coincidence that he lay in wait for Princess Seraphel. I suspect many dangers. In time, I will relax, but vigilance is the watchword of the Dawn Patrol.”

Sasi frowned at Arteis as she got into her sheets and pulled them up to her chin.

“Tell me more about your past. Or I shan’t go to sleep.”

Arteis smiled slightly.

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure, Lady Sasi. I was a Crusader of the Dawn Patrol. Level 43 [Paladin] when I died. Lest you think it was low-level…I was over Level 50 when I was dubbed [Paladin].”

Sasi loved stories of the ghosts, and that was the one upside to having Arteis around. The girl was incredulous.

“No one loses levels when they get a new class, Arteis.”

The ghost stretched, and her armor had that sunburst sigil over Noelictus’ scythe and crossbow. Although, her heraldry was so old that Sasi had noticed the design had changed.

These days, Noelictus’ sigil was dark, the scythe often accompanied by a stalk of wheat and the crossbow superimposed in the background. In Arteis’ symbol, the two seemed bright, etched in gold under that sunburst.

A different time. One when Noelictus had [Knights] instead of [Hunters]. Arteis waggled a finger at Sasi.

“Ah, but I did lose my levels. Even then, I thought it was strange. I was a [Knight] for the longest time, Sasi. A crusader. You know what that is?”

“That’s a [Knight] who goes on a grand adventure.”

“A crusade. Close enough, but the nuance is that we went with armies to slay a great beast or do battle. I had been fighting for sixteen years. We had slain scores of Lizardfolk in Baleros—I still remember fighting Hydras in their swamps. I grew up fighting Goblins, so the scaly folk were no more numerous or cunning than they were.”

Sasi had never seen Goblins or Lizardfolk, and she shuddered at the mention of Goblins.

“Aren’t Lizardfolk supposed to be friendly? Mother says…said Baleros was a continent of war and filled with [Mercenaries], but Lizardfolk are the nicest of the lot. She said.”

Her throat was filled with a huge lump, and she listened as Arteis replied. Painful as Sasi was feeling—the [Paladin] was a good storyteller. Just not of bedtime stories.

Arteis’ eyes flashed, as if they could capture that orange glow, and she touched the hilt of her sword.

“Perhaps they are in this time, but I knew them as screaming, bloodthirsty things who threw themselves at my sisters and brothers. They marched under the eyes of their Naga—great and powerful serpent-folk that the most dangerous Lizardfolk could turn into. Some had eyes that could turn a [Knight] to stone. Others—strong enough to bend steel without Skills or bite through even magic itself.”

“Why did you go to Baleros to fight them?”

Arteis sat on Sasi’s bed, cooling the girl’s feet. She shrugged.

“The Eyes of Baleros. The damned eyes give Lizardfolk great power, and wherever their vision lands—Lizardfolk invade. Their great leaders, the Nagatine Rulers, made war from their temples and raised armies of thousands of Naga. We went to Baleros to close the Eyes of Baleros. And so we did. The two artifacts were taken from the temple. The Nagatine Ruler slain—and the relics brought away, that the Lizardfolk threat might end. I did not take part in that final affair; I was fighting through the jungles when the final blow was struck. We did not purge the jungles; there was little will or energy left, and the Lizardfolk were in disarray.”

Sasi was glad of it and definitely not getting sleepier.

“What did you do with the eyes? And when did you become a [Paladin]?”

Arteis’ smile returned.

“Ah, well, there was some talk of throwing the eyes over the edge of the world. But few would hear of it; they were powerful relics, so we entrusted them to the half-Elven Archmages at the time. They were building great cities in the heart of Terandria. I was grieved to hear their goodness in my time became the tyranny to rule.”

Did she mean the half-Elven empires of old? That was why it was amazing to listen to her. Arteis came from ages so long gone that they were at odds with modern sensibilities. Sasi snuggled deeper into bed, yawning.

“So about your class…”

“Ah. I was given it in recognition of slaying the Goblin Lord. For never failing in service of my nation. They proclaimed me a [Knight] among [Knights], an inspiration. Thus, from a [Crusader Knight] I became a [Paladin]. I was Level 50. I dropped ten levels.”

“Why?”

“Well…because I was that much more powerful. [Paladin] is more than a [Knight], Sasi. A [Knight] fights well with blade and sword. Some might learn magic, but most, like Ser Dalius, are fearsome warriors. [Paladins] harness something…more. I was granted incredible power and enlisted in the Dawn Patrol’s volunteers who went to Rhir to fight an even greater evil. There I died, but for one year, I fought in hell itself.”

Arteis was not old. She had lived…Sasi looked at the woman’s face and thought she might not have even been forty years old when she died.

Thirties, and she had been over Level 50! Then a [Paladin], a class so rare that not even Ser Dalimont had known about it except that it existed. Arteis patted Sasi’s hair gently.

“Rest now. I realize it is not a story for a child—but I lived in dark times. So do you, Sasi. You shall become stronger for it, I promise you.”

It was not a happy thing, but she was not a reassuring ghost. An honest one—Sasi murmured as she closed her eyes.

“Arteis? Did you die sad? In Rhir?”

The hand paused, and she regretted asking a second, but then Arteis whispered.

“I only regret that I was not strong enough to bring all my foes down. Rest assured, Sasi. I died well enough. And I have kept that strength. They had to bring my fellows and I down by numbers, by trickery, that court of devils.”

“You mean Demons.”

Arteis stood.

“No. I mean devils. They were devils, in my time.”

——

When Sasi was certain that Arteis was gone, she got out of bed and went out the window. Duchess Grishen didn’t make the two sleep high up, anyways.

In fairness, it was several hours after that, and Sasi had slept. She’d just woken back up, dreaming of darkness and Feren and Cara singing.

Cara’s voice was not as reassuring in her dreams. It was pained, and Sasi woke up, sweating and sick, wishing to hear her mother’s voice or her father lighting a lamp—and knowing this was reality.

So she crept out the window and knew the ghost who patrolled outside, the [Royal Halberdier], Mustrec, was an old man too polite to check on a sleeping girl. He had served in the army of Noelictus, and he carried a fearsome weapon but was as kind as could be with a huge white beard and a bald head he was embarrassed about, often covered with his ghostly helmet.

The ghosts really were kind guardians, but overbearing. Sasi crept out of the keep that Grishen lived in, slipped over the walls with a rope she’d hidden in a bush, and went back to the fields.

Normally, she would have never gone outside of the walls at night. The dead were an ever-present threat, but the ghosts had put down literally every undead, even undead mice, for miles upon miles.

Sasi walked back through the burnt field, searching.

Searching for Feren’s bones.

She was not doing it because she thought he had been right. She was doing it because…

She had to know he was gone. She might grind up the bones if she found them, scatter them in an outhouse. Toss the powder in a river. No…she didn’t want anyone to ever come in contact with him again.

Sasi was afraid that the [Necromancer] was not dead. Could he come back? Cara said he’d burnt to death, but she hadn’t seen it. Sasi…stumbled around in the darkness and produced a little stone that Grishen had given her.

An artifact. Just a simple one, but she cupped it and whispered.

“[Light].”

A pale glow arose, faintly green, illuminating the ground, and Sasi held it high to search about. She scuffed at black soil, inhaled the distant Ashwheat, and still smelled fire here.

Arteis cares for me. Dalius cares a lot for Culin. But Arteis tells me what to do too much. She’s not as nice. She’s not mean, but I never thought anyone would boss even Grishen around.

That was what she was, actually. An even older Grishen, and even tougher. Sasi…didn’t want to grow up being raised by Arteis. She didn’t want to grow up at all. She didn’t want to rule Afiele.

She just wanted to sleep next to her parents’ graves and forget about everything. To be able to cry until all the sadness was gone.

“I want to turn back time. Please? If I level up—can I go back? Can I…stop hurting?”

Her eyes stung with tears as she roamed the field. Then Sasi tripped over something and fell to her knees. She hurt her hands as she landed and lay there.

Then she heard a rustling sound and turned.

The twin moons, green and blue, were almost always covered by clouds at night, as were the multi-colored stars. But sometimes they shone through, illuminating a dark world beneath.

Dark scarecrows looming tall in the fields. Silent stalks of black Ashwheat. Shadows…rustling. Only now did Sasi feel a familiar, child’s fear. But she pushed it down. The ghosts—

—Weren’t here. Arteis often left to check the rest of Afiele, and Mustrec was marching around the keep, patrolling it. Dalius was in Culin’s room.

But that was okay. Sasi picked herself up slowly, hair beginning to stand on end. She tried to see what she’d tripped on and raised her stone. Then she saw, amongst the black ash, a long line of…cracked yellow bone moving in the light, and her heart fluttered.

His bones.

She’d found them at last. Sasi reached for it—only to realize something was wrong. The bone was still rolling after she’d tripped over it. Which was…normal…until she realized it rolled and rolled without slowing.

Then—Sasi heard a rustling, and the ash around her moved. She backed up as a long swarm of ash slowly joined together. It swirled around the bone, and more floated up. Sasi’s fingers holding the lightstone suddenly grew sweaty.

“No…”

Her nightmare. The lands of Ladel were perfectly safe—each undead put down, each one put to rest.

Except for one. Except if one skeleton arose—and it was not even all bone. Most of it was ash. But from a [Necromancer]’s corpse—

A skeleton made of ash stirred. It turned its head, and two pale, blue flames lit within the skull. It turned to her, and she made a sound.

“You.”

She almost felt relief, even as she stumbled backwards, trying to turn and run. But the skeleton of Feren was on her so fast, grabbing for her neck, mouth open wide.

You’ll kill me after all. Sasi tried to scream for help, and a hand made out of soot clutched at her throat, choking her. She felt herself being lifted up.

Scarecrows watched as a skeleton squeezed, and the [Necromancer]’s vengeance fell upon Sasi, even in death. There was no Feren left, just his death magic. Sasi was choking, and she knew they would find her in the fields. Her brother would have to put her to rest—and she wished she wouldn’t hurt him.

She hadn’t planned on this. If only a ghost saw her. But there were only the scarecrows. The nearest one was hanging from the wooden post, nearly seven feet tall. But perhaps it was because it had a huge, pointed hat…

A hat?

Scarecrows didn’t have hats like that. Then—Sasi felt a wind blow through the fields of House Ladel. Even as she was choking—the air gusted suddenly, and the skeleton’s death-grip on her throat—slackened.

It let go, and she fell to the ground, choking. She scrambled back, about to scream—and saw the skeleton back up. It turned—and both she and it seemed to forget they were living and undead for a moment.

A wind blew through the fields. It sent the Ashwheat swaying, and the air made a sound like blowing pipes, a thrum of sound that Sasi felt in her bones.

Her eyes fixed on the scarecrow, hanging there. It was just—a scarecrow. Body of pale straw, stuffed and given a crude face. She couldn’t see it in the darkness, though. As a ray of moonlight slid down, she realized the scarecrow did have a pointed hat.

A huge, black one that easily covered all of it. The hat was black—but not purely so. It had the faintest blue tinge to it. Blue-black midnight. Perhaps, if you were going to call it a specific color, the blue of the depths of the sea that Dalius claimed had no light. A black of the world just past midnight, an absolute dark.

Who had put a hat like that on the scarecrow? No…why did the scarecrow seem to be turning its ‘head’ towards her? It hung there, more like a person than an inanimate object.

The wind picked up, and the strange melody grew louder. An unearthly groan…and Sasi felt goosebumps rise from her skin.

The ray of moonlight vanished. The scarecrow was once again thrown into darkness. The field of tall wheat, yet unharvested, rustled.

Then…a figure stood up from amidst the wheat, and Sasi’s heart stopped in her chest. The figure was tall, huge. A woman, the tallest woman that Sasi had ever seen in her life…standing up as if she had been crouched in the wheat.

But she had not been there a second ago. She rose to her full height, and when her closed eyes opened—an orange glow shone from them.

Orange…with black rings in the center. Instead of pupils, her eyes were rings upon rings, black and narrowing, the rest of her gaze orange, lit from within by a magical glow.

Her eyes terrified Sasi, and the woman looked around slowly. Carefully. Then she reached out and took the hat from the scarecrow’s head. She and the scarecrow were practically a height. She put the hat on her head, adjusted it, and turned.

Only then did the skeleton and girl wake from the trance they had been in. How quickly the strange woman had appeared, Sasi couldn’t have said. She stood there, in the field, her robes the same color as that pointed hat.

Nigh on black, subtly blue. Sasi had no idea who she was. How she had come here. But she did know this:

The woman appeared in the quiet lands of House Ladel, and the wind heralded her with a song. The Ashwheat seemed to bend away from her as she stepped forwards, as if afraid to touch her. And the skeleton?

The skeleton looked at Sasi—and then the strange woman—and then charged at the woman without a word, fist raised. It leapt at her, trying to bite—and she seized it by the head.

“A dead [Necromancer]. Tiny thing. Made of ash. Where lies your soul? Pitiful obstruction, I have come hither late, too late to pay respect nor avenge. You and I fit not this skein. Begone.”

She spoke so strangely. Her voice was calm, deep and straightforward, and yet it also had the faintest echo. She spoke as if she were a thousand paces away and simultaneously in your ear.

The skeleton struggled once—and she crushed it with her bare hands. Its skull of ash collapsed. It turned to dust—and the woman frowned as it fell.

“Thing. You play dead little well. Even had you a soul.”

The pile of ashes lay at her feet. But she pointed, and the ashes rose, stirring, and Sasi realized the undead had been pretending to be dead! It probably could reform again and again, like the dangerous Greater Undead. It tried to reform as it realized the woman knew it was still there.

But she simply let the ash and burnt bones spiral up—then clapped her hands once. The ash vanished, and the bones cracked—then disappeared.

Completely. They faded out of the world like a dream, and Sasi felt they would never recover. The clap made the fields and wind go still—then all was silence once more.

Only then did the woman turn to Sasi and remove the hat from her head. She bowed, once, revealing black hair, and her glowing eyes focused on Sasi.

“Lady of the Fields. Small favors I accord thee, for the price of intrusion into your domain. I come according to pact with the crown of your land. I come in peace and inquiry. I come in sorrow’s domain, my hat in hand. Will you allow me a moment of your time?”

“Me?”

The woman stared at Sasi, then past her, almost as confused as the girl. She slowly put her hat back on her head.

“You are the lady of this land, are you not? Ah, beg pardon. The lady of the lands next to this. The heir to this, though the current lady yet lives. Lady moreover still in truth and heart of the land’s need. Anyone can claim temporary ownership of the land, but you were entrusted with it by oldest powers. From river to river. The tomb. This world points you out to me.”

Heir to…? Sasi gulped, and her voice wobbled.

“I’m not heir to anything but Afiele. Are you looking for my father, please? My mother?”

“No. The lady of this land is ye. The old lord lies dead. So I have heard. The land weeps. I have come to pay my respects. The little pest was but a token of my goodwill to thee.”

She knew about Sasi’s parents? Who was this…

The woman seemed as puzzled by Sasi as the girl was by her. She peered at Sasi and then snapped her fingers.

“Ah. Art thou…a child? Lady, if I offend you, I offer you my hat as an apology on which to hang your grievances. But I have some knowing in the manner of things, and you appear to be small as my daughter once was. Children often need explaining twice or moreover, it seems.”

“Am I a…I’m a girl, yes. Who—who are you?”

The woman gave Sasi a satisfied smile.

“Aha. I see thou art too young to know of me. It matters little. I, if you seek a name, have often been called Belavierr. A [Witch], a purveyor of services. I am a guest upon these lands. And I have questions to ask you. An offer to make thee…or is it ‘you’? Yes. ‘I have an offer to make you.’ As my daughter oft rewords my language to more plainly spoken be.”

Sasi’s bewildered mind was finally catching up, and she was conscious of her bruised throat—and the sheer oddity and danger of this woman.

Belavierr. She said her name as if it meant something, but Sasi didn’t know it. As for [Witch]…Sasi had heard [Witches] could curse you, and they were strange magic-users often banned in most nations.

But this one seemed powerful. She had appeared out of nowhere and killed a dangerous skeleton by clapping her hands.

“Are you a powerful [Witch], Miss Belavierr? Why are you in House Ladel? And you should present yourself to Duchess Grishen, please. She rules these lands. Not me. How…why…how did you find me and kill the skeleton?”

The [Witch] smiled as Sasi replied. Or perhaps her mouth moved up at both corners.

“Children’s questions indeed. Out of courtesy, I shall answer. Three for three.”

She lifted three fingers, and Sasi felt a chill roll down her spine, as if that gesture meant something. The [Witch] adjusted her hat and stepped forwards.

She was so tall she loomed over the little [Lady]. Her voice was still—blankly level.

“Some have called me the most powerful [Witch] ever to live. I do not care to compare, but it has been said I stand amongst their number. I am the only one not yet dead, and that is a victory of its own. Death has not claimed me, so if you wish to call me the most powerful witch of this world, that is fair to say.”

…The most powerful [Witch]? Sasi opened her mouth, but Belavierr spoke on.

“As for why I came to House Ladel, I had questions. I sensed the [Lord] of the land die, and my business has ever been wrought in times like these. But my work has been—taxing even in success. The land is odd. And I came to a strange, nostalgic presence awakening here.”

She turned her head, and Sasi realized it was towards Grishen’s keep. Belavierr twitched her fingers, then looked down at Sasi. As if…puzzled.

“I am reminded of how things should be. But the pact was struck without the dead to witness. If they are returning—my business may need forfend continuation. Rather that than offend. But to answer your last question, my craft, my magic, leads me directly to the heart of things. I am a Stitch-Witch, you see, and I pulled on the right thread. It led me to the one who rules this land. Simple as following a line.”

“…And the skeleton?”

Belavierr lifted a hand airily.

“I cut its existence to shreds. It was soulless, the remnants of a dead man’s magic. Dangerous if it had a hundred years in this place. But dangerous not at all. A wretch’s poor failing. Any [Necromancer] of true mastery would have come back partly or all together with mind intact. This was just mindless magic. Empty and hollow.”

Come back all together? Sasi was shivering nonstop now. Everything in her screamed to get away from this woman, but she couldn’t move her feet. The shadow that Belavierr cast was long under the moonlight, and it seemed to wrap around the girl.

“There, now. I have answered your questions three. My turn. What shall they be?”

Belavierr tapped her lips three times, then smiled.

“Question one, Lady Sasi. Have you seen my daughter? Do you know where the one many call ‘Witch Wiskeria’ might be? I fear she’s left the continent, but I ask just in case an odd string leads her to me.”

“Your—daughter? I don’t know a Witch Wiskeria, please.”

Sasi shivered, hugging herself to try to keep warm. Belavierr nodded reasonably.

“Fair. She was fourteen, last I saw her. Time has flown away, so it has been years since I saw her. She left a letter telling me not to follow. Out of respect—and because I am busy—I agreed. If you see her, please remember me to her and ask her if she will return home.”

“I—I will?”

“Good. That was mere favor, not a question, so I take it as a kindness, lady. Question the second: do you know how the dead have once again walked amongst the living? It is of great interest to me.”

Belavierr leaned down, and Sasi’s mouth shut. It quivered—and she felt it now.

This woman was no friend of hers. If she had not heard the strange questions—where was her daughter? Time flown away? The greatest [Witch] living?

She would have still known Belavierr was dangerous simply because of those unsettling eyes. They were all wrong. They made Sasi feel sick to look at—and she somehow knew about the ghosts.

Sasi wanted to turn and run for Grishen. To call the woman’s name or Arteis’—but she found her feet were rooted. Rooted in Belavierr’s shadow. And her mouth…she tried to keep it shut, but something was forcing it open.

Three questions. Sasi began to speak unwillingly and felt a terror as she began babbling.

“My father and mother are dead. A [Necromancer] killed them. He opened the Tomb of Afiele and besieged our town. I was nearly killed, and he nearly died, but then the ghosts came and helped kill him. I don’t know why or how, but Ser Dalius was in the crypt ever so long, and the old Tombwarden vanished, and Paladin Arteis thought something was wrong—but doesn’t know why. Only that when Culin called, the ghosts answered when they heard. And now they’ve pledged loyalty to him and me.”

She kept speaking, spilling out a rough recounting of the events of two months ago as Belavierr listened. The [Witch]’s face was puzzled, but she seemed to get a lot despite the jumbled explanation coming out of Sasi’s mouth. Only when she held up a hand did Sasi, panting, finally fall silent.

“Ah. An old story. Death. Necromancers. Vengeance. Ghosts honoring their wills. Still ‘tis strange to me. Why would they have made a pact…? Ah, well, perhaps they feared the dead might give orders once again. At least they are still around. Hopefully my business is left as it is. It is just large enough now, and I am so busy…”

She was musing to herself. Sasi listened earnestly now and knew the [Witch] had one question left. Belavierr tapped her lips.

“Strange though. ‘Tis strange. I fear I’ve lost track of things. My daughter left, and it was five years before I read her letter sitting upon my table. The dead walk as ghosts, but I see so few souls. I have not seen a Dryad in oh so long, and I am starved of great bargains and old power. Is it somewhere else? Or is this all the world is? Crumbs and scraps instead of feasts for me?”

Belavierr sighed, long and loud.

“At least my home is righted. Perhaps then, once my business flourishes, I can send more servants to bring Wiskeria to me. Then I can finally weave her first immortality. That silly girl will die, else. She runs away, you see.”

She confided in Sasi, bending over to whisper.

“All because her little friend was hurt by me. She claims it was all my fault when I did him a great favor. Children. Such silly things. With respect, Lady Sasi.”

“P-please let me go, Witch Belavierr. What are you doing to me?”

The woman gave Sasi a puzzled glance as she straightened.

“Nothing. We have simply made a small pact. Three questions for three. You…ah. Children. You see, Lady Sasi, once we make a bargain, it must be fulfilled. That is the heart and nature of [Witches]. Now, I have one last question for thee. For you, I mean.”

She chuckled low, then, and Sasi was shaking. The moons seemed halted in the air…and she felt like the clouds were still. Belavierr adjusted her hat.

“Plenty of time between you and me without yon ghosts to inferere. I wonder why I levelled. Puzzling. Puzzling. The world is going so fast…am I spread out? My home has so many threads. And my pact here—it is taxing me.”

Another sigh. Then she turned, noticed Sasi, and gave her a wide and suddenly overly friendly smile. Almost like someone trying to be liked. Like a [Trader] trying to sell her mother something.

A business-smile. It was so odd on her face that it was terrifying in a completely different way. But Belavierr then lowered her head—and whispered a nightmare into Sasi’s ear.

“For my last question: Lady Sasi. What would you give me to bring your father and mother back to ye?”

Sasi’s heart stopped dead in her chest. She swayed—and would have fallen but for the magic keeping her upright.

“Wh-what did you say?”

“I said—”

Belavierr seemed put out, as if she truly thought that Sasi hadn’t heard. She raised her voice, and the earth rumbled as if echoing her voice.

“What will you give me to bring your parents back to you, Sasi?”

The [Witch] peered at Sasi.

“I can make you a replica or make a body and fill it just like you wanted them to be. Or if you wish—I can try to bring them back.”

She paused and looked around, frowning.

“—Though in this land, the souls are so difficult to find. And I still cannot find…many. But for you, I will call them back and return your every fee if I fail.”

She paused, then added grudgingly.

“I have not often failed. But it has happened more often than not lately. Another annoyance, regardless of whether or not it is Noelictus or any other land. But I offer refunds for failure. Rare as it may be.”

Sasi was not listening to the odd way she touted her skills. She was staring at Belavierr.

“Impossible. Impossible. You can’t—bring people back from the dead. No one can.”

There were old stories about it. Someone going on a quest to find a way to revive someone. But no one could—Belavierr just sighed.

“Children. Of course I can, Lady Sasi. In one form. Puppet? A better version?”

Sasi knew she should run or refuse, but what came out of her mouth was just—the truth. And of course if someone offered it to her…

“No. Bring them back for me. I’ll give you anything. Please.”

The Stitch-Witch smiled hugely and held out a hand.

“Excellent. What shall you offer me?”

“Anything.”

Sasi reached for the hand without a thought. She looked at Belavierr.

“My soul? Anything. Just—bring them back.”

She reached for those long hands and knew Arteis and Grishen and Seraphel and everyone would have stopped her. But Belavierr just met Sasi’s eyes—

—And jerked her hand back before the girl could take it.

“Your soul? Child. It would be one for two. Not so fast. I said—what do you have to offer me? The services of your army of ghosts? The armies of the dead? The artifacts of the fields? Give me a list.”

She licked her lips eagerly. But Sasi…hesitated.

“I can tell Paladin Arteis to serve you.”

Belavierr’s brows knotted, then she looked around and for some reason stared at the keep. Sasi saw no light or movement, and Belavierr shook her head.

“They are bound by oath—but not greater powers—to you. They would not answer me. No good. Besides, there are but two hundred. Give the armies of Afiele to me. Or the bones of your dead. How many hundreds of thousands? At least five—no, at least three.”

Three hundred thousand bodies? Sasi hesitated, but again—

“Okay. Take them.”

Again, she reached for the hand, but Belavierr hesitated before jerking her hand back.

“…I should need to see them rise, first. Very cunning. I almost took you for a proper child. But I want to see them march. If they’re in bad condition, I will want at least five hundred thousand. Not three.”

“March? You mean—like undead?”

“No, with souls and all. Aha, another clever trick. It seems I must speak with a serpent’s tongue, so let us negotiate over intonation first. Then the heart of it.”

Belavierr seemed to smile for a second—until she read Sasi’s blank look.

“…Did you mean just bodies? No, I want them all. Ghosts’ service. Or the dead with souls. For your family. Come, come, I’ll offer a hundred thousand for one. Two hundred thousand bodies with souls for two lives. It may be a high number—but few can match my services. Much less accept payment like this. A [Necromancer] isn’t half as subtle as I am. They’ll just stuff your parents in a half-revived body, trust me.”

A [Necromancer] to bring back the dead? Actually revive…? Sasi shook her head.

“I don’t care what it costs. Just bring them back? I don’t know how to wake the Tomb of Afiele. Just the ghosts. How do I…? Tell me? I’ll do it. Please.”

This time, Belavierr gave Sasi a look as odd and searching as the girl’s, both looking for a lie. And Belavierr slowly backed up.

“You cannot bring back the dead? But the ghosts…you said they came back to you.”

“For Culin, they said. They heard him. Not because of me.”

“Oh.”

Then the [Witch] looked troubled and concerned. Sasi reached for her, but Belavierr jerked her hand back.

“I see. That—is an issue. Do you have a relic, then? A great artifact to trade me?”

“No, but all the gold in Afiele—whatever you want!”

“Gold? How much? An ocean?”

“I don’t—I have a few thousand pieces, I think.”

“Of gold? Truegold? Gold Dragon’s scales? Or do you mean…just golden coins? Pure, twenty-four carat gold coins? A few thousand pounds of twenty-four carat gold and I could perhaps make a puppet for you.”

Belavierr was adjusting her prices, but Sasi just shook her head.

“No, gold coins. Like…”

She actually had one in her belt pouch. Belavierr peered at the coin, and her face fell.

“That isn’t real gold. It’s just a coin.”

“Yes. How much do you want? I can—I can get a loan?”

“…No. No, this is all wrong. This…now I realize it, have I come before the funeral? It is so silent, this land. Have I disturbed the burying? That would be an impoliteness, and I would apologize.”

Belavierr was backing up, looking around, and the strange woman seemed—concerned. As if she were suddenly out-of-place, disconcerted. She seemed let down by Sasi’s offers. Sasi knew Afiele was poor.

But she had expected a thousand pounds of pure gold? Truegold? Sasi was getting desperate.

“No, wait! We’ve already buried my parents, but—does that matter?”

Belavierr turned, and her eyes narrowed. Suspiciously. As if suspecting she were being the one tricked.

“Truly? Either you are a [Liar] of great talent or…but that is all wrong.”

“Why?”

Had they done something wrong? Grishen had organized it, but—Belavierr lifted her hat with one hand and ran a hand through her hair, perplexed as could be.

“The Lord of the Fields is dead. The Kingdom of Shade has lost a son and daughter. This you tell me. But where are the lamentations that ring from the hills? Where is the oath of vengeance upon every tongue? Where lieth his foe? Those ashy bones?”

She stared at where Feren’s skeleton had been vanished.

“For a Lord of the Fields? That little corpse’s living master?”

Now she looked so incredulous that Sasi grew angry.

“He was a monster who raised thousands of dead from Afiele’s crypts! Even a Zombie Giant!”

“Only one? No—my apologies.”

Belavierr saw Sasi’s eyes flashing and ducked her head. But she looked around, mystified.

“You did bury him?”

“We did! We mourned and sang at his grave!”

Tears were in Sasi’s eyes. Belavierr shook her head wonderingly.

“I did not hear the mountains weep. Nor the rivers rise up in tears. Did the dead not take a knee?”

“They did. The ghosts did.”

Sasi whispered. Again—she met that strange [Witch]’s eyes. And Belavierr shook her head.

“No, child. Not just a few hundred ghosts. I said—did the dead not all rise and take a knee? The countless dead of Afiele’s crypts? That is how it should be.”

Then Sasi realized Belavierr truly was old, as old as Arteis, and far scarier. She stopped reaching for the woman’s hand and halted.

“Who are you? Really?”

The [Witch] gave Sasi a look that was as old as time and, perhaps, worried. Because she seemed to realize she was out of touch.

“As I said, girl. Stitch-Witch. Belavierr. Ask—and someone will surely remember me. Ask a Dragon. Ask a Djinni. Ask an immortal or even a half-Elf, and if they are old, they will know of me.”

She stepped back and seemed to rise, a great shadow in the fields, and the scarecrows stared up at her and the wind blew. Then—Sasi remembered the stories of monsters who offered people anything and just returned terrible tricks.

“You—you’re an enemy, aren’t you? An enemy of Afiele?”

Belavierr glanced down at Sasi. Her eyes flickered, and the [Lady] tensed, but Belavierr just chuckled.

“Me? ‘Twould be a fine thing, girl, to be thought of forevermore and always as just enemy. I have been foe and ally, savior and villain. Sometimes your land’s enemy. But for all you sometimes greet me with steel, not always. I suppose…in this moment, what would you have me be?”

She tipped her hat up, and her eyes glowed ominously. Sasi’s mouth went dry, and Belavierr smiled coldly.

“Be very careful, girl, how you name me. Trust that I came to you earnestly to bargain. I did not expect…you cannot meet my price. I shall leave it there. I have learned enough. Strange. Something is wrong, and I have not realized it at my task. But the pact holds. Tell them that. They honor it, and so long as they do, I am content. But you and I cannot do business, it seems.”

She turned, clearly disappointed, and Sasi raised a hand, stepped after her.

“Wait! Don’t go! You said you could bring my parents back! Were you lying to me?”

If only she was. Sasi would have cursed her and screamed, but Belavierr turned back once, and her look was cold yet, somehow, the tiniest bit sympathetic. But her voice was like a dagger plunging into Sasi’s heart.

“Don’t be silly, girl. It would be kinder if I lied. The truth? It is not impossible for me. But you cannot meet my price, even with your ghosts. I apologize. But if you should come into a fortune…”

Her eyes glinted.

“I often find my clients. Good night, Lady Sasi.”

Then Belavierr stepped into the field, and Sasi ran after her. She pushed the Ashwheat aside, chasing after that dress, determined to grab her, but Belavierr was a step too fast. Sasi lunged—hit the ground—and when she rose, the Stitch-Witch was gone.

Leaving only another terrible, haunting memory. Sasi cried out—and then the fields lightened. She looked up, and a blazing sword descended.

“To arms! To arms, ghosts! Lady Sasi! Where is—”

Paladin Arteis landed, blasting from the direction of the keep. The ghost swung around—then grabbed Sasi.

“I felt the [Witch]’s presence and shot here the moment I sensed her. Which foe was that? To arms, I said! Dalius, secure Culin! The rest of you, to me, to me!”

She roared, and ghosts were in the air, shouting the alarm as Duchess Grishen and the mortal folk of House Ladel woke. Sasi felt Arteis looking around, and she only realized later that she had met another legend.

Belavierr, the Stitch-Witch. A story so terrible that Grishen refused to even speak of her until morning and her hand shook as she told Arteis never to leave Sasi’s side. A monster supposed to be dead.

Was she responsible for it all? Sasi didn’t sleep for two days. Not just for fear. She was drowning in that [Witch]’s terrible bargain. Wishing she could pay it.

But the times had long-changed. Armies of the dead? Dryads?

That [Witch] was as old as ghosts. Older. And she had seemed—confused, as frightening as she was. As if everything was wrong and the Afiele she knew today was not the same as her memories.

Seraphel

The City of Repose was a famous holiday destination for nearby kingdoms. From Pheislant, Avel, Samal, people came to enjoy themselves in the gloomy lands of Noelictus.

Perhaps it was that contrast—even Shardele, Seraphel’s eldest sister, had spoken fondly of Menorome.

And she was usually higher than the clouds on Dreamleaf. Seraphel was not exactly kind to her sisters. She loved them. At times. For appropriate periods.

But they were [Princesses] and used to sniping at each other. Her parents were also like that. Seraphel feared her mother, and her father was often distant, if dedicated to running his kingdom. She had thought people were like that in their private lives until she went visiting close friends.

Lord Lantal’s family had deserved better.

Seraphel still felt like she had been on a strange, terrible adventure in a faraway land, nevermind that Afiele was in Noelictus. Menorome was everything she had expected. A safe, modern city on par with the Eternal Throne, Calanfer’s own capital.

“It’s not as good as the Eternal Throne, Your Highness. But second-best!”

That was Mariel’s pronouncement after three days in Menorome, and it was as good as saying that this was her favorite city she’d ever been to. Nothing could beat the Eternal Throne, with its walkways of shining stone. The Eternal Throne had been built out of a relic from the time of legends.

Menorome was nearly as old as those legends in itself. The hanging candles shining at night—it was always night, here—the fascinatingly unique diversions—

Seraphel wished she could have said she enjoyed it all without reservation. But she missed Culin and Sasi. In fact, she wrote her first letter to them three days after getting to Menorome.

…I do not know if you are touring Afiele, but I have paid a Courier to bring you the latest selection of treats from the city. I hope you will share them without fighting and with your beloved subjects. Are you going to visit Menorome soon? I only inquire because I am sure I shall soon meet Lord Fallien of Ovela for our delayed nuptials. If providence aligns, we shall meet in the capital.

I should like that very much. My fondest thoughts for you both.

—Seraphel du Marquin

She left off her royal titles and finished the letter somewhat abruptly, embarrassed by the final two lines. Even if they were true, she felt it was so intimate that her mother would have had her burn it.

Royalty did not share thoughts that could be used against them, and even a Courier, the most expensive messenger you could hire, could open your letter.

Then again, they were paid to be so fast they could run a hundred miles in a day, fight off bandits, and even carry letters through wars. Seraphel rarely used them, but her parents had given her a lot of gold.

A hundred gold coins for a ‘simple delivery’ wasn’t that much. Right? It even included a return fee if Sasi and Culin wrote back within a day.

When Ser Dalimont, her most ‘elite’ bodyguard, heard that, he coughed deeply into one hand. His other arm was still healing from being broken, but he was moving it often to rebuild the muscle. Seraphel paused as Thistel added a few of her titles and sealed the letter for her.

“What, Dalimont? I know it’s expensive, but I bought a lot of sweets, and don’t you dare say they don’t deserve them! A City Runner would take a week or more; a Courier can do it in a day. Besides, I have the gold to spare.”

She frowned at him, wondering if he was going to talk her out of sending a letter. Dalimont eyed the pile of treats on the table.

Okay, perhaps Seraphel had bought so much it would only fit in a bag of holding. But she assumed the two children hadn’t had many sweets with Duchess Grishen around, and if they should have enough for a month and to share with anyone they visited…

Menorome had wonderful treats, including what they called ‘cracklebread’. Which was semi-doughy Ashwheat bread that you lit on fire to bake. In truth, the inner portion was already cooked, so you were just frying up the outside shell, and it blazed with numerous colors thanks to a dye that [Bakers] applied to it.

Seraphel had bought eighteen. She’d added two melons from Baleros, fat grapes from Chandrar, and a host of oranges, apples, and vibrant fruit from Izrilian orchards. The [Merchants] had been all-too-willing to procure it all for her. To that, she’d also put in spun sugar ‘candles’, which were filled with glowing powder: colored sugar. There were six pies, and Seraphel’s favorite was a sweetberry filling.

The venison pie was for Culin, who’d never had one. She then had bought a bunch of drinks, realizing that a Courier could bring them on time. So there was a thick, black-and-white swirl of something savory that tasted a bit like soot and cream—far better than it sounded—a flask of distilled flower nectar that she thought Sasi would like the idea of more than the taste…

In this way, Seraphel still forgot what she was. She had taken Afiele’s humbler fare in stride because nothing really matched the food she was used to in her palace with its rich cooking, but the amount of food the Courier was packing into his bag of holding was making the man hesitate.

Tobleden the Toad was his unflattering name, and he did have widely-spaced eyes that seemed to point in opposite directions. But he was a fast Courier who could hop over entire walls—and swim downriver at speeds most fish couldn’t match. He licked his lips with a long tongue now, and Seraphel wondered if his nickname referred to his actual class. Maybe he had the powers of a toad, somehow?

“Your Majesty, I’m sure any children would be sick with joy if you don’t mind me saying so. Fear not, even if I go by water, I’ll keep it all as dry as can be. Were you wishful of me waiting more’n a day?”

He was slightly wrong in how he called her ‘majesty’ instead of ‘highness’, and in other circumstances, the commonfolk addressing her directly would be a gaffe. But Couriers were allowed such things, and Seraphel smiled.

“A day will do, Courier Tobleden. And I believe you are free to set off—unless you have a comment, Dalimont?”

“—No, only that perhaps it would be best to fill Courier Toubleden’s bag of holding with a few more mundane goods if they were available, Your Highness. A few sacks of common apples or even Yellats wouldn’t hurt.”

He looked at the Courier, and Tobleden checked it.

“I could fit three more sacks in, but then my bag of holding will explode.”

“Ordinary apples? These are fine ones from House Quellae’s orchards in Izril, Dalimont. And why Yellats?”

Seraphel scoffed, and the [Knight] bent his head to whisper as the [Maids] struck up a sudden chatter, asking Tobleden for an autograph. Dalimont’d signaled them covertly, and he whispered.

“—Because Afiele needs common foods, Princess. Sending gold wouldn’t hurt either. Remember, it is in dire need of funds.”

“Oh.”

Seraphel remembered the way Lantal’s keep had been so run down. She looked at the pile of expensive treats—and bit her lip.

“Er, Courier Toubleden, perhaps some apples or such would be…”

“Would you purchase as much as you could hold, Courier? This will cover the costs. And I shall amend your delivery with a sum of several hundred gold coins, to be confirmed by the local Runner’s Guild.”

The Courier nodded seriously as Ser Dalimont found more gold, and Tobleden produced a piece of paper.

“You’re going to want me to confirm how much gold gets there? The Runner’s Guild in Menorome will check with the one in Afiele that I did the delivery right. I can buy them apples. Alright, if that’s all, I promise a full delivery by morning of next day at the latest. Courier’s honor. It’s a delight to meet such a famous [Princess], Your Majesty Seraphel.”

He gave her a bow, and Seraphel blinked at him.

“Me, famous? Whatever for?”

“Oh, er—well, many folk know Princess Seraphel of Calanfer. I, uh, just meant it’ll be a story to tell my colleagues. Especially with the upcoming wedding!”

Tobleden floundered, and Seraphel’s smile grew strained as she realized what he meant. The Cursed Princess of Calanfer, the infamous widower.

About to be wed once more. Dalimont gave the Courier a severe look, and he retreated fast.

That sucked the good mood out of Seraphel. And like that, her frenzy of gift-buying ended and her enjoyment of Menorome faded.

——

The city was beautiful. But Seraphel just wasn’t able to enjoy it.

She was about to be married again, and every time she began to relax, she was reminded of that fact by a Courier, gossip, or just her own knowledge of time ticking down.

It didn’t help that she was pretty sure this was a marriage of pure convenience and her would-be husband, Lord Fallien of Ovela, did not care for a thrice-wed [Princess]. Used goods was how her sister Aielef had once referred to her in earshot.

It was apt for a [Princess]. They were never so valuable as when they were first wed, and unless Seraphel became a [Queen]—highly unlikely in any nation—she was only useful in keeping relations strong between her husband and home.

“Cheer up, Princess. Shall we go visit a Sleeping Parlor next? I’ve wished to visit, and it may make your day.”

Thistel did her best to make Seraphel feel better. Seraphel trailed along listlessly as her [Knights] cleared the way through the streets for her. She stood out, she knew, with her colorful dawn-styled dress and her shining escort.

If only she matched her reputation. She would like to be some [Cursed Princess], a Level 48 nightmare who actually murdered her husbands.

But she was just a Level 18 [Princess]; one did not get levels from being divorced. You levelled by fulfilling your class. Seraphel had levelled twice times during the siege, probably because surviving threats to your life was a very [Princess]-like thing to do.

But she hadn’t done much. She wasn’t that impressive in levels. And Level 18 already put her above most of her siblings. Compared to any real class, though…

She had been Level 14 when she was fifteen years old. In the intervening decade since, she had levelled twice. That was as good an explanation for how Seraphel felt about her personal progression.

“Your Majesty! Can we tempt you with a Sleeping Parlor?”

“Your Highness of Calanfer! I have an attraction for you—there’s a [Fortune Teller] who knows you and she have a meeting ordained—”

“Something to whet your appetite? Any treat, from anywhere in—”

Seraphel was used to being called out to, so she ignored most of the people trying to get something from her. Thistel was the one who flitted from spot to spot, asking what each thing was.

“So what is a Sleeping Parlor? Why would Her Highness want it?”

She asked one eager [Shop Attendant], who babbled as fast as she could.

“Oh, the Sleeping Parlors are a delight, Miss! Please tell Her Majesty that it’s where you can sleep even if you have the worst insomnia as many visitors to Menorome have. You call it odd to be in the night so long when it’s better than day!”

She pointed above with a laugh, and Seraphel saw a blazing line of green lights, illuminating this entire street like some kind of glade of greens, and even brown flames. It felt like walking through some kind of phantasmal woods if you stared up. Still, it was odd never seeing the sun. The attendant went on as someone tried to get around one of her Thronebearers.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty, I have good luck charms for—”

“The Sleeping Parlors let you fall asleep in moments or doze to your heart’s content! Have you never felt the sensation of lying abed and not wishing to wake? Imagine doing that long as you wished! Or—if you care to rest fully, we offer dreams. Pleasant dreams, dreams of adventure, even more…interesting dreams.”

“Interesting?”

Thistel was getting too into the sales-pitch. The shop-attendant whispered to her, and Seraphel could just guess what she was saying to make her [Maid] blush and giggle. Seraphel rolled her eyes.

“Ah, so that’s why it’s so popular. Noelictus sells dreams.”

“Not a bad thing to sell, Your Highness.”

Dalimont commented neutrally. Seraphel hesitated.

“Yes, well—I haven’t dreamed often since I was a girl.”

“Neither have I. Perhaps there’s something to it, then.”

The [Princess] tapped her lips thoughtfully. She nodded at Dalimont. Before the siege of Afiele, she had treated him like any [Knight]—poorly and with considerable disdain since he was just there to send her to another wedding and stand guard until relieved.

Now, though, she knew him by name and considered him a confidant, someone she might be able to trust not to report everything she said back to her mother, Ielane. Indeed, Dalimont seemed to be taking his job more seriously, and not just because of the [Necromancer] attack. He turned his head and snapped left.

“Dame Neranthei. Tighten your formation.”

One of the younger Thronebearers blushed and tried to keep the people flocking around Seraphel back. The Thronebearers were good at crowd control, but there were so many people pressing in…

Well, they were also on the lookout for [Assassins] and the like. But in this case, Dame Neranthei was being beset by a particularly ornery [Shopkeeper].

He must have been high-level, because he was actually managing to push forwards despite the woman literally planting her feet and shoving him back.

“Your Highness! I’ve got good-luck charms! Made by masterful [Enchanters]! Enough to bring you fortune and good health!”

Seraphel ignored him, looking around and never seeming to see him in perfect [Princess] form. You never won by acknowledging these people, and Dalimont strode over to push the man back.

“Back up! Her Highness is not to be accosted! Back up or I shall call for the Watch, sir!”

The [Shopkeeper] really did think he had a goldmine in Seraphel. Perhaps her spending spree had been noticed, because somehow he fought both Thronebearers, pushing himself forwards. He had a weaselly face and that smile that said he thought he was being charming—while even Seraphel could see the contempt he had for her in his eyes.

“Your Highness—let go of me! She’ll want to hear—[Irresistible Offer]! Your Highness, I have charms that can end any curse, even for your upcoming wedding!”

Seraphel’s head slowly turned, and her escort stopped. The street quieted a second, and Thistel broke off from talking with the sleep attendant.

“My curse?”

Everyone looked at the Cursed Princess of Calanfer, and Seraphel saw the [Shopkeeper]’s oily smile.

“You may have tried to halt it before, Your Highness—but you’ve never held Drathian jade before. It comes from the western archipelago, spelled by their strange magicks! Come to my stall and see—”

“Enough!”

Dalimont snapped and grabbed the man’s arm. He raised his voice.

“Using a Skill on royalty? I shall have the Watch upon you! Back up! Now!”

He unsheathed an inch of his sword, and that made many of the hangers-on scatter. The Thronebearers closed ranks, but the [Shopkeeper] was staring at Seraphel. He thought he’d struck a nerve.

And he had. But instead of fear or anxiety—Thistel backed up a step. Mariel whispered.

“Oh no, Your Highness—”

There was something that Menorome didn’t know of Seraphel. She had been on her best behavior with Afiele because she liked Lord Lantal. She had been charmed by the rural county and had little to actually make her angry aside from the [Necromancer]. Okay, she’d been bored, but the people had been genuinely kind.

But Menorome was like Calanfer, and the hangers-on, the snide remarks—what people forgot was this:

Before becoming the Cursed Princess, famous for her dead husbands more than anything else, Seraphel du Marquin had earned her reputation as a girl for something completely different. It was still another, unofficial nickname within the palace.

Seraphel the Sharptongued. She might have few Skills that could help rule a nation. None to save a brave man or stop undead. A useless [Princess] she might be to rule—but a [Princess] in court?

Seraphel’s head turned, and she regarded the weasel-faced [Shopkeeper]. She thought for two seconds in the silence, then replied.

“Sir Shopkeeper. Your loud and braying remarks about my ‘curse’ are not well-taken. Out of courtesy to you, I would visit your stall—”

His expression had become pleased when she acknowledged him, then puzzled when he realized she was insulting him. He was drawing breath to engage, but Seraphel just spoke over him.

“—but any [Shopkeeper] who thinks he can cure my curse while having a face like that is clearly selling snake-oil. Or perhaps it’s not a curse? Unfortunate, either way.”

Her voice was loud, carried clear down the street despite the other noise, and it elicited a loud titter of laughter from everyone who heard it. The unlucky [Shopkeeper] turned red.

“My—”

He was not prepared for Seraphel’s wrath. [Carrying Remark]. [Conversation: I Strike First]. And…[Insight: Personal Anxiety]. Seraphel’s eyes flashed.

“Your halitosis? I didn’t wish to say, but I smelled it from here. Perhaps you should look into breath tonics, sir? Or join the Adventurer’s Guild. I imagine you could lay low most foes by exhalation alone. Please, sir. I pray thee stop speaking or I might swoon.”

She put a hand to her forehead dramatically—and the man’s red face turned white. He staggered as Dalimont let him go, and the Thronebearer even gave the man a sympathetic look.

People had observed the unlucky shopkeeper, and a few were even pinching their noses, perhaps smelling or attributing bad breath to him. He stood there, poleaxed, as Seraphel walked onwards quickly, as if trying to get downwind of him.

Poor man. His reputation had to be hit from that one. The [Princess] dressing you down in public was a blow, but to be fair, she was royalty aiming down. The problem was that Seraphel’s Skills meant that the public took her side.

And—the man was more than merely embarrassed. He actually sagged backwards as Seraphel’s final Skill hit him.

[Dizzying Rebuke]. He tried to retort or shout at her, form an insult, but he was so sick he actually bent over for a second. Seraphel waited.

“Hurry up, everyone. I think I hit him hard. I think he’s going to—ah.”

He began puking behind her, to the disgust of the street. Mariel hurried out of the way with a cry of disgust, clutching at her skirts, and the man’s day was well and truly ruined.

Seraphel walked on, feeling…well, better. She knew it was cruel, but she was so good at throwing comments back that even her sisters walked clear of her.

“…I thought I wouldn’t see Her Highness shooting enchanted bolts from her tongue in my time with her. Or if I did, I feared it would be me.”

After a few minutes, Dalimont dared to speak. Seraphel turned her head to him and looked mock-outraged.

“I never used my Skill on you, Dalimont. I was considerate, you know. I only gave you the rough side of my tongue, not the full force of my Skills. Besides, my days of infamy are long gone.”

She heard a snort and turned to glare at her [Maids]. They looked innocent, and Ser Dalimont bowed slightly.

“Would that I had seen you as a [Princess] when you were younger, Princess Seraphel. Might I dare to ask if the rumors are true that you once insulted a young Marquess so much she also threw up in a salad bowl?”

Seraphel turned faintly red. Yes, she had been a Level 16 [Princess] as a child. The most talented of her siblings—for a time.

[Princess of Rebukes]. She’d had an entire class devoted to her ability to insult someone or find their weak-points in conversation.

“I felt terrible afterwards, Dalimont. Those days are long past. I am on my best behavior.”

“Yes…so I see.”

“I’m getting it out of my system, Dalimont! Before I visit the Throne of Shadows. Trust me, I will be sweet as those sugar-candles in court.”

Seraphel promised and meant it. She sighed, thinking of her husband.

“—And to my husband, Lord Fallien. Do you think he truly dislikes me?”

He hadn’t visited her in Afiele, and when the siege had begun—well, she understood he had sent troops and even prepared to go himself, but when the [Necromancer] was slain, he’d begged the affairs of Ovela in his brief notes to her.

Not a missive or representative. She didn’t even know his face aside from a few paintings of him as a boy. She knew his reputation as a high-level [Lord] who was good at war, and his twin sister was competing for his position…but she feared he truly had no taste for her.

Dalimont bowed his head.

“I cannot speak for Lord Fallien. To be honest…his actions indicate you are likely right and he regards you as more of a means to an end.”

“Ser Dalimont!”

Mariel and the other Thronebearers were scandalized. That was not something you told a [Princess] to be wed. But Seraphel just nodded and closed her eyes.

“Thank you for being truthful, Dalimont. I think you are correct. As for the rest of you—shut up. I have no patience for your fake smiles at this moment. I know all your names, and I’ll remember your insincerity.”

That shut them up. Dalimont coughed into his gauntleted hand again.

“—I only meant to say that in Lord Fallien’s defense, his lands are constantly locked in strife with Ailendamus. As far as my reports on him go, the ‘skirmishes’ in Ovela mirror a true war, and his only returns to the capital are to raise more manpower. It is still lax of him, but it is something to bear in mind.”

“So he has a good excuse. I shall reserve judgment. Besides, it’s not my first wedding. And the royal family wishes to see me. Dire.”

Seraphel shuddered as she walked through Menorome. She was no fan of meeting foreign monarchs. They were often—erratic. Dalimont ducked his head.

“You are due tomorrow in the palace. Would you like to spend your day anywhere else?”

“Oh—I’m not in the mood to sleep after taking down that odorous little rat. Take me somewhere interesting, Dalimont. A real sight of Menorome. And remind me about the royal family. I know their names, of course, and a bit of their personalities, but each royal is different.”

Dalimont conferred with Dame Neranthei for a second, and she suggested something that had him leading them the way they’d come—only down a different street. Back towards the center of the city, called Sovereign District. Seraphel saw their destination, a huge, rounded dome that sat as one of the taller buildings besides the palace itself.

Black stone palace, like some evil tyrant’s lair out of a storybook. But the candles lit it well enough…and the domed building was far, far more colorful. In fact, it was bestrewn with colorful cloth like there was a celebration happening, and Seraphel saw posters tacked up to walls the closer they got.

“What is that building, Dalimont? And all that cloth…is that a fire hazard with the candles?”

The Thronebearer hesitated.

“I’m told Menorome does have a number of fires, but many candles are magical, Princess. As for the building—that is the Synphasia Theatre.”

“Oh! The one with performers. Is…do you think Cara is there? Have you heard of her?”

Seraphel looked around anxiously, and the other girl she really wanted to meet was on her mind. But she hadn’t seen nor heard of Cara—and she had expected to.

Dalimont’s smile was sly. Seraphel’s eyes opened wide.

“Wait, is she actually there? Dalimont! You should have said at once—!”

“My understanding is that she just became one of the performers, Your Highness. I heard she joined the performances. We may be able to track her down there. It’s rather impressive. The Synphasia hosts some of the best performers in the region at times. Barelle the Bard has played there. At other times…it’s less auspicious.”

The most famous [Bard] in the world was Barelle the Bard and his magical harp. Seraphel strode faster, talking more excitedly.

“Well, Cara of all women would find her way there. Can we get a ticket?”

“For you, Your Highness? Of course. The cost is nominal…to you. It’s harder to get a seat at short notice, but, er, I have heard that the Synphasia’s tickets are much reduced in prices. I had a royal box for you for sixteen gold coins.”

“…Is that high or low?”

Wasn’t that some families’ yearly wages? Seraphel wasn’t sure, but Dalimont coughed.

“—In other times, they could ask for ten times that, Your Highness. There’s no Barelle performing right now.”

“There’s Cara.”

“Yes, but she would be new. I meant established talent. The closest they have is one ‘Rolairenes the Violinist’. Said to be as good as any top performer, actually, but erratic. Normally, the Synphasia has many, many high-level performers. Most have gone to Ailendamus, who endorses the arts.”

“Huh. Well…I don’t quite care so long as we see Cara.”

Seraphel was smiling already. She walked faster, and Dalimont took this moment to gesture Dame Neranthei to step forwards.

“Whilst we find a seat, your royal parents did have a small dossier prepared for you, Seraphel.”

The [Princess] sighed gustily.

“You clever wretch, Dalimont. I’m in a good mood, and now I have to work? Fine, report, Neranthei. What do I have to say or do?”

——

It was the custom of King Reclis, often called the King of Diplomacy, to send reports to his offspring that they might avoid gaffes and pursue his wishes abroad.

The dossiers were both character studies on a particular ruler and ways to ingratiate yourself to them. In this case, he hadn’t given Seraphel more instructions than ‘be charming’, which was easy.

She did have practice. Seraphel had met and talked to eleven other monarchs for extended periods of time. Often just socializing over a banquet or greeting them, but she was no child to freeze up or embarrass herself.

Again, of the seven [Princesses] of Calanfer, Seraphel was the fourth-oldest and decent at being, well, sociable.

She did have a sharp tongue, but she never used it on royalty. If anything, her elder sister, 3rd Princess Aielef, had a worse temper at times.

In order, excluding Seraphel, they were:

1st Princess Shardele, airheaded, fond of Dreamleaf and charming enough, but lazy.

2nd Princess Menisi, probably the most rebellious of the seven, truly scary if you were on her bad side. She’d essentially been married away to keep her out of the public eye.

3rd Princess Aielef, arrogant, prideful, and bad-tempered. Seraphel’s personal rival of the lot, at times, given how they’d grown up together.

5th Princess Vernoue, the bookish one who studied magic and wouldn’t shut up about wanting to become a [Mage].

6th Princess Lyonette, the second-worst of the lot. Bratty, insisted on calling anyone who wasn’t at least aristocracy a ‘peon’, and currently a runaway from the palace.

And lastly, the 7th Princess, young Ellet, a girl of 13 who was innocent, earnest, doted on by her entire family, and had not yet developed objectionable traits. She would…but Seraphel cherished the moments while she could wholeheartedly like Ellet.

Not that Seraphel would meet any of them, but it was telling that she was one of the more capable ones in court. When she chose to be.

“I know Allorev is Kaazian. I won’t be surprised by his skin tone and ask if he’s Chandrarian like Aielef once did to that Hundredlord. Prince Seratoito has a girl’s name and Princess Kadane a boy’s. They had their names swapped when they were young?”

“I believe the story goes that Their Majesties decided to name their first two children Kadane and Seratoito, and Her Majesty insisted on giving the names in order, regardless of gender.”

“Now there’s a curious woman. Cathiel Nicterise. Do I call her Queen Cathiel? The style is to use last names, but we are royalty.”

“A remove would be acceptable until you have greeted each other or feel familiar, Your Highness.”

Neranthei suggested. Seraphel sighed.

“Duly noted. I’ve heard she’s—tough to deal with from Mother.”

“She’s unpredictable. King Allorev will be the one who greets you, and he is cordial and charming. You may not even see Queen Nicterise.”

“Really? Well, I wouldn’t mind that. She can’t be that bad, can she? I’ve dealt with [Queens] before. My favorite was Queen Geilouna, you know.”

“The Sleeping Queen of Desonis? How was she, Your Highness? Did she really sleep all the time?”

Dame Neranthei was younger than Dalimont, and she grew excited at the famous ‘Bedtime Queen’ of the wet kingdom of Desonis. Dalimont glared at her for her breach of conduct, but Seraphel had survived the undead with all these Thronebearers, so she decided to gossip a tiny bit. She smiled at Neranthei.

“She did sleep most of the time she visited Calanfer. I heard she was abed till four in the evening each day! It’s no rumor she actually sleeps that much. But she’s quite charming. She even has one of those cute Sariant Lambs who sleeps with her. Er—how difficult are the royal family compared to Queen Geilouna, Dalimont? Use the Princess-system.”

The man hesitated.

“…The youngest child aside, Princess Kadane and Prince Seratoito are, er—eccentrics. I would rate them at a Lyonette-level of difficulty. Not quite Menisi.”

Seraphel bit her lip.

“That bad?”

“Not always. Prince Seratoito is a famed diplomat. Perhaps only Shardele in his case? You will hopefully not interact with them long. King Allorev? Why, he’s purely Ellet, or so I’ve heard. A charming man.”

“…Queen Nicterise? Dalimont?”

He was tellingly silent. Then he murmured.

“Either a Vernoue or Shardele, quite, quite reasonable if sometimes scattered. Or…”

“Menisi?”

“Queen Ielane in a temper. Or worse, I’ve heard.”

Seraphel inhaled. That went beyond the Princess-scale of badness. She saw Mariel and Thistel looking worried, and Neranthei tried to reassure them all.

“You won’t meet her in likeliness, Princess. And the odds of it being bad are low, or so I’ve heard. Come—let’s see if the [Singer] is here. Your Highness, I truly did hear she appeared just a few days ago, when you did.”

“And Dalimont told you not to tell me so I’d have a treat before the palace. Typical.”

Seraphel snorted as they approached the Synphasia Theatre. She saw it had multiple entrances, like a coliseum, and there was a good amount of guests entering. Though—she did admit, it wasn’t a rush.

Oh, and here were posters of the main act himself. She saw a handsome half-Elf, posing with a violin in a spotlight on a life-sized poster right by one of the entrances.

‘See Rolairenes the Violinist! The immortal half-Elf without match! You shall never hear such perfection in music again!’

In the background were other performers, a [Juggler], a [Sword Dancer] who’d trained in Drath…Seraphel knew those acts, and they were fairly generic. Calanfer had plenty of entertainment.

“[Fools] performing japes, a bunch of performing dogs and a [Beast Master]…oh, that is weak, Dalimont. Mother wouldn’t show this to a [Lord] for a guest, let alone royalty.”

If they were high-level, that would be advertised. Dalimont nodded as he gestured at Rolairenes.

“The half-Elf seems to be the draw. But, ah—yes, here it is. Look at this, Your Highness.”

He did know what interested her, and Seraphel peered at a little note near the bottom. Her lips quirked as she read it out loud.

“‘Two-third refund for no performance?’ Why does it say that?”

“I believe we may see, Your Highness. Oh, and there is another performer…”

He pointed, and Seraphel saw a tiny portrait in the top-right corner.

‘Listen to Yoitha Sterngest, amazing and unique rhythms of sound! Marvel at the diversity of her creation!’

“…Is that the best they can write? No Cara anywhere to be found! She must be an unlisted act. Oh, well. Dalimont, secure our seats. The royal box, you said? At least I won’t have annoying pests.”

Seraphel was hopeful, regardless of the actual talent here. She strode into the Synphasia and was greeted by the manager almost instantly.

“Your royal Highness! It is an honor to have the 4th Princess of Calanfer here, in the Synphasia! Why, today is a day of royal prestige! Welcome, welcome—Ser Knight, your reserved seats are ready. Can I offer you refreshments or sustenance? If there is anything at all—”

He was an odd fellow. Seraphel didn’t speak, but let Dalimont deal with the unctuous man. He had curiously restless feet, some rather obvious makeup on, and too much personal cologne. But he knew she was the 4th Princess, and she whispered.

“Thistel, get us something decent to drink or eat. Don’t overspend.”

Her [Maid] brightened up and went to pay for some overpriced treats for the performance. Interestingly, Seraphel noted the [Manager] seemed rather nervous as he whispered to Dalimont.

“This way, Ser Knight, this way! Er…so you know, someone else has reserved the Royal Booths. And Rolairenes is hard at work preparing his masterpiece! I am sure he will be ready today.”

Dalimont slowed and frowned at both claims.

“The royal booth? Her Highness is present, man. Someone else may well rent it at other times, but the Order of Thronebearers cannot suffer Her Highness sitting next to commonfolk, no matter how well paying! We have an issue we must settle now. For security if not impropriety!”

“No, no, nonono—Ser Knight, it’s completely out of my hands! That is, I received both reservations, and I assure you, it is not improper! In fact, His Majesty of Avel was gracious enough to state there was room enough for both. And Rolairenes will perform! My word on it or—”

Why was he so worried about his performer not working? Was his violin broken or something? Then Seraphel heard who was sharing her booth, and her heart sank.

“Oh no. Not him.”

She almost turned and walked out, but Dalimont was whispering with the manager, and a name caught Seraphel’s ear.

“Is Singer Cara going to be performing?”

“Who? That—oh. Oh! Well—yes. We could have her—I’ll make sure of it, Ser Knight. If Her Highness wishes to hear her, hear her she shall! I’ll arrange it directly.”

Cara was here! Seraphel stopped, bit her lip, and saw Dalimont striding over.

“Your Highness, I apologize. We could reserve other booths, but His Majesty apparently arrived in the capital and made an impulse reservation. He agreed to allow us room, so the impetus…”

Politics. Seraphel closed her eyes. They couldn’t well run away from him. She could beg being busy and cancel, but Cara was here.

“No, I understand, Ser Dalimont. Let’s meet him. Argh. He will be at the palace, won’t he? Of all…”

It seemed work had come for her whether she liked it or not. Speaking of royalty…the King of Avel, Itreimedes, wasn’t the worst of men to deal with. He was actually easier than most.

It was just that he was a lot. And he never stopped.

——

“Princess Seraphel! It’s a delight to meet you again…we have met before, haven’t we? Calanfer? I don’t recall, but I’m sure we have. I’d do the royal kiss, but I’ve been eating snacks—hello, welcome, and, er, congratulations on the wedding? I won’t be attending. Urgent business and all that.”

King Itreimedes was as bad at social niceties as Lyonette. And his court was far more informal than Calanfer’s. During his speech, Seraphel swore she saw one of his advisors kick him in the ankle. Twice.

In truth, you would either find Itreimedes a charming man or an obnoxious one with little middle ground. To paint the picture of him—he owned the Bow of Avel, the heirloom of the Hundred Heroes, signature weapon of Avel’s kings.

He used the bow to scratch his back, pick things up, and sometimes as a doorstop. The weapon didn’t break no matter how much he banged it around, but it was something to see him use a Relic of legends to try and smash a fly.

Itreimedes was careless, often flighty, and indulgent in things that he enjoyed—a poor ruler by some metrics, but he left his court to administer his kingdom, and there were worse places to be than Avel.

He was also overweight, and it was clear he’d been eating for at least half an hour as he sat in the royal booth. Seraphel took his hand, and it was sticky.

“Your Majesty is looking as vigorous as ever. I believe we did meet when I was a girl. You hunted in the Gaiil-Drome forests?”

Her [Perfect Recall] Skill helped, and Itreimedes snapped his fingers.

“Right! I nearly got in trouble with the half-Elves because they kept claiming my bow did all the shooting. Nevermind that I beat them. Hah! A royal hunt, and the Eternal Throne is one of my favorite places to be. A damn shame it’s so far from Avel. I could go racing around the countryside again next time I visit.”

He hefted his bow with a grin and then glanced down at his somewhat more portly frame than the young man Seraphel remembered as a girl. She faintly recalled having a crush on him…Itreimedes hesitated as he eyed his protruding belly.

“I’ve been taking it easy of late. No wars or such. But I’ll be fit again come summer.”

He gave her a self-confident smile that only slipped when one of his advisors, a balding man with a polished pate, muttered.

“There’s a claim I’ve heard for half a decade.”

“Your Highness, let me introduce you to my royal court. Kick them out of any seats you wish.”

Itreimedes glared at his advisors, and Seraphel saw the royal booth really was big enough for all of them. It hung over the other commonfolk, close to the stage, and they would have a prime view of any performances.

In truth, the best seats were probably dead-center in the middle, but royalty had to be aloof. Seraphel bowed again.

“I see there are plenty of seats. We will try not to disturb Your Majesty’s enjoyment.”

Itreimedes waved his bow in a laconic salute.

“Oh, well, thank you. I always visit The Synphasia when I’m here. This Rolairenes fellow is new, but the rest of the show looks dull as—I mean, I hope you enjoy. I’d better enjoy or I’ll make whoever suggested it visit every day until I leave.”

He glared around at his court, who actually shot back at him with scoffs and snide remarks. They were amusing, and Seraphel kept smiling until she found a seat as far away from him as possible.

She distinctly heard Itreimedes muttering in a quiet voice, much like her.

“Whew. There, I was polite! I didn’t say a thing about her curse. Dead gods, [Princesses] tire me out.”

It was odd to realize he was as reluctant to be proper as she was. Itreimedes wasn’t married, but he probably had a refined aversion to being courted by most [Princesses]. He had nothing to fear from her, but Seraphel allowed that he might have met her sisters, in which case he was welcome to his distaste for socialization.

Anyways, she was here for Cara. Seraphel waited as the magical lights dimmed and inspected the Synphasia.

Theaters were not common in Terandria, much less public ones. This one was decent enough; faded upholstery showed that this had probably been a very high-class place at one point. It was still well-enough off, but there was wear-and-tear in the old cloth, and Itreimedes’ comments suggested this place was past its heyday.

Certainly, the [Manager] seemed lower-level. Oh, he came out with flourishes, shouting his name, which Seraphel refused to remember, welcoming the two royal guests, who merely waved to the mostly full audience, and he announced the acts—but Seraphel had seen better.

Calanfer was better. Calanfer was famous for performances, and she had seen Barelle the Bard perform, once. He needed no fanfare or flashes of lights or tricks. He simply had to play one note from his magical harp, and his audience would sit up. A thrum would run through the ground and air, and then…

These performances were just the kind of thing you could see at any passing fair or menagerie or carnival. It was the kind of thing you’d see in a poorer nation’s court, or a [Lord] or [Lady] would put on with a smaller budget and less experience. And it was both curious and boring to Seraphel.

The first act was Rolairenes the Violinist.

He did not come on stage. The [Manager] shouted his name—hurried backstage, then came back to bow with a huge, nervous smile at the royal booth.

“—Rolaireness is tuning his violin! In the interim, to start—we have Jeriseh, the Juggler, with his hundred knives!”

Then they brought out a Level 20-something [Juggler] who did indeed flick up a number of shiny blades that Seraphel doubted were that sharp, and she watched for about a minute before she got bored.

She’d seen it. She was more curious about why the half-Elf hadn’t appeared. He was clearly here, and she sensed something was going on back-stage. But the show had to go on, so what the audience got was a [Juggler], a [Firebreather], a [Sword Dancer]—

Again, it wasn’t bad. The [Firebreather] was the best Seraphel had seen, including the street-acts, and she actually blew a flare of fire that turned into a Wyvern that flew overhead. Seraphel felt the heat, and Dalimont’s shield was raised in case of an accident—but it was just a trick.

The audience gasped and applauded, and Seraphel and Itremeides did too. But unlike children who saw the fire trick for the first time…Itreimedes and his court were whispering loudly to each other.

“They used to have a six-headed Hydra that four [Firebreathers] made. You could throw a bucket on it and run on stage. What happened to that?”

“They burnt down four blocks of the city, Your Majesty.”

“Ah, right. Damned shame.”

Seraphel had seen Archmage Viltach, visiting the Eternal Throne, conjure a pillar of magical flames fifty feet high. The trick was good, and if the other performances were on-par with that, she would have been dutifully entertained.

They were not.

The [Sword Dancer] leapt about the stage in fantastic displays of sword-cuts and feints and even brought on an assistant for a mock sword-fight. The [Mercenary] attacked and parried with a sword and shield in a convincing display of ineptitude, trying to catch the whirling man with his twin swords.

“Even we could deal with that. He’s just nervous because he has no armor.”

Dame Neranthei and Ser Dalimont were commenting on the actual prowess of the [Sword Dancer]. Sure enough, the [Mercenary] wasn’t that good. And—he got a slash across one arm that shed actual blood.

That was dramatic and unintended, and they had to rush him off-stage. In the strained silence, the [Manager] came back.

“Rolaireness the Violinist is still tuning up! Yoitha is next! Prepare to be amazed!”

Someone had to mop up the blood. Itreimedes was commenting on how he could have taken both [Sword Dancer] and [Mercenary] on with just his bow, and Seraphel was hoping Cara appeared.

What should she say? Did Cara want to speak? She had said she needed to find her own way, but Seraphel wanted to…

She heard some of the audience members muttering in the unplanned break. It seemed some were regulars of the Synphasia, and Seraphel’s [Long Ear] let her hear more context.

“If Rolare doesn’t perform once this week, they’ll have to fire him.”

“And replace him with who? When he performs, I’m spellbound.”

“When. If he spends his time tuning his violin for an hour straight again, I won’t come back until he’s gone. Or I’ll throw something at him.”

“If you do, there’s no chance he’ll perform. Remember last time? Someone sneezed halfway into his music and he stormed off-stage.”

Now there’s a picky performer. Was he actually just tuning his violin and not performing because he was that touchy? Seraphel didn’t know—but she realized she might not listen to him anyways because the next performer nearly chased her out of the theatre.

——

Tang tang thonk!

Yoitha Sterngest was a Dwarf. And her performance was what the manager had called ‘the edge of experimental music’ when he introduced her.

As far as Seraphel could understand, it was hitting a bunch of curious objects, from literal gongs to pieces of metal to a sponge, and producing a variety of sounds that you could generously call entertainment.

Not music. This was the sound that Seraphel had heard when she first entered Menorome, and it was bad. She turned her head and saw Itreimedes had his fingers in his ears and was trying to bury his face in one of the snack-bowls.

Even the Thronebearers, good at masking their expressions, winced. The desperate Dwarf on stage had bright blue hair, both her beard and hair clearly dyed. She wore colorful clothing, almost like a [Fool], and she had a polished pair of hammers she used to perform.

The worst part was that she was clearly conscious she was losing the audience. Noelictus citizens were politer than some that Seraphel had known; even in Calanfer, she would be getting boos, but the Dwarf serenaded them for five minutes—then switched into an odd performing routine.

“And now, my hammer tricks!”

“Oh no, she’s not done.”

Itreimedes groaned. Seraphel wasn’t sure if the Dwarf heard him from the booth; he was loud, but she almost stumbled as she fumbled her hammers up. She smacked them together overhead, and Seraphel decided she had to step out for a second to use the privy or something. She winced at the noise—then saw Yoitha flip a hammer up.

It spun so fast and in such a perfect arc that it looked like a band of spinning, shining metal, not a hammer. It rose to the ceiling, nearly forty feet overhead—and fell straight down.

What an incredible toss! Seraphel paused, half-risen from her seat, and Itreimedes glanced up.

“Huh?”

Yoitha caught it. She flipped the other hammer up, and the people in the front row ducked nervously. But the hammer flashed up, rotating at such speed that Seraphel swore she felt a gust of wind.

That was—amazing! Yoitha caught the hammer again and bowed. She still looked nervous, but she got a few claps for that alone. Then she flicked both hammers up, caught them, and whirled one around in her hand as if it were a blade. She flicked it behind her, over her head, caught it, and then tossed both so hard that they seemed to rotate in the air right in front of her before she grabbed them.

What kind of Skill was that? Yoitha’s little card said ‘[Hammer Performer]’, not [Juggler]. And it wasn’t exactly juggling, but a weird way of tossing. The wrist strength you needed to throw a hammer like that was high. They looked solid, and Seraphel was eager to see what Yoitha did next.

Then she saw the Dwarf raise the hammers, smack them gently together in a clang—and bow.

Seraphel stared.

“…Was that it?”

The manager hurried on-stage, glaring as Yoitha practically ran off it.

“Yoitha Sterngest!”

There was muted applause, and Seraphel gave the fleeing Dwarf a mystified look. What was that? The weird hammering sounds were like something a bunch of nobles would demand for music and convince themselves was good art. It wasn’t, and Calanfer knew better than to lean into abstraction for their performances.

As for the hammer tricks, they were good! But that was like the opening of a good juggling or throwing act. Yoitha should have begun juggling hammers or boomeranging them through the air or something!

What an odd act. What a disappointing performance.

Then came Rolaireness, and Seraphel began to realize the Synphasia might not be Cara’s best career move after all.

——

The half-Elf was probably one of the more handsome ones that Seraphel had ever known, and they were, by and large, attractive. They were half-Elf. Half-immortal, and a mortal [Princess] on her best day would struggle to capture that timeless beauty they had innately.

But half-Elves were still a species, and they could vary in appearance. Rolare was the kind you looked for as a classic.

He was tall, had fair blond hair, and a kind of effortless poise to him. It wasn’t that he took attentive care of his looks. Rather, he seemed to be like a wild traveller from stories, and his clothing matched.

She could literally see a patch on one elbow where a hand-sewn piece of dark red cloth interrupted the subtle greens and browns of his tunic and cloak. He wore handmade clothing, and yet the cloth seemed softer than any cotton she had ever seen.

Half-Elven garments. He must come from the timeless villages where they perfect anything and everything.

“Why does he look so beautiful?”

Thistel whispered, and Seraphel realized her [Handmaiden] had never seen a half-Elf like Rolare. She turned and whispered.

“He’s from a village, Thistel. Not like the half-Elves of Gaiil-Drome who come to the city and circulate. The villages where half-Elves pass years by without noticing it are far different from half-Elves in our world. Some of them will do the same thing, eat the same meal, for decades.”

“No wonder he’s not pressed for time.”

Dalimont nodded. Rolare had been brought out after Yoitha; the manager clearly sensed he was losing his audience, but the half-Elf just sat on a tall stool, tuning his violin.

He was tuning it, plucking at a string, drawing the bow of his violin over the string, and then he’d shake his head and go back to adjusting one of the knobs on the end. He would move the knob ever-so-slightly, just a touch sometimes, and then try again. Then he’d apply a bit of wax paper to the string, buff at an imperfection on the violin—and keep at it.

He refused to play. Even with thousands of eyes on him and King Itremeides making loud comments from the booth—the half-Elf just glanced up at the annoyed [King of Bows] and went back to tuning.

“Is he going to play or not?”

King Itreimedes called down after eight minutes of Rolare sitting and tuning his violin. Seraphel realized she had barely noticed time passing.

Oh, it was annoying to see the half-Elf sit there and occasionally tune a note. He was on the last string of his violin, and she really couldn’t tell the difference between his micro-adjustments. And yet—there was also something oddly hypnotic about how methodical he was.

As if he had forever to find that perfect note. However, at Itreimedes’ loud question, a susurration arose from the audience. Rolare raised his head and spoke.

“I will play if I am ready. I am not. If you interrupt me, I will not play at all.”

The audacity! Even Avel’s laid-back court was aghast, and the [Manager] practically sprinted out to apologize and send Rolare backstage. The half-Elf got up and walked behind the curtains, still tuning his violin.

Had he been doing that all this time? Seraphel bet he had, and she understood the audience’s discontent.

“The nerve of that man, speaking to a [King] that way! Even if he is a half-Elf! Can’t he play with that violin? I’ve heard countless performers, and his violin is tuned!”

Mariel was outraged. The [Maid] was also correct, but Dalimont leaned over and murmured.

“I think he can tell the difference, Mariel. No wonder the Synphasia has such issues. I don’t doubt this Rolare is a genius with the violin, but he’s a timeless half-Elf. He won’t play unless the conditions are perfect—and they’re likely not to be, since he’s left his village.”

“Is he that good?”

Itremeides had heard Dalimont, and the [King] was visibly annoyed at being lectured. Dalimont bowed to the [King] as the stage lay empty and the [Manager] was clearly running around trying to find another act.

“Your Majesty, have you heard the tale of the blademaster without peer?”

“Oh, that. Yes, I see your point. But what an unctuous fellow.”

The [King] rolled his eyes, and Seraphel sat up.

“What blademaster? I don’t know the story, Dalimont. Tell it to me.”

The [Knight] glanced down, but there was no one on stage, and he realized even the audience below was listening because this was more entertaining than the performance so far. Seraphel just bet a number were going to demand their two-thirds refund after this.

Dalimont cleared his throat. Somewhat embarrassed, he spoke to Seraphel.

“It’s a simple story that explains half-Elves to those who have never met one from a village, Your Highness. They do the same thing, every day, and find enjoyment in acts as simple as tending to beehives, growing flowers, and so on. They can live a century or more like this, and to them, that isn’t a full lifetime. They are not always idle, either. Half-Elves still love to refine their goods, so a bottle of wine from a true half-Elven village is considered the rarest and most decadent thing in the world.”

Seraphel knew that. Dalimont went on, speaking louder; Seraphel thought she could hear the manager shouting backstage behind the curtain.

“—Well, there is a famous tale of a half-Elf who studied the blade in a village. Once, a band of famous adventurers, Named-ranks, came across his village and saw he was practicing with the blade. He had such perfect form that they challenged him to show them his Skills. He did—and before any of them could so much as touch him, he had a blade at their throat. He could slash through steel, move faster than even their own [Blademaster]…and he won eight duels in a row with a single move.”

Impressive, if true. Itreimedes was nodding along, and Seraphel bet it was a popular story among a certain martial mindset. She wondered if her brothers, the [Princes], knew this story. Probably.

“And so he humiliated the Named-ranks?”

Dalimont shook his head.

“Almost. After his eighth loss, the [Blademaster] swore he had to win once! So he managed to deflect the half-Elf’s first strike on the ninth duel. Whereupon the half-Elf put down his sword and announced he had lost. He was quite upset and went back to training without a word.”

“…Why? Because he bet it all on one strike?”

The [Knight] shook his head.

“No. The adventurers demanded he continue the match, but the half-Elf claimed he’d lost when his first move failed. You see—when the [Blademaster] demanded he continue fighting, begged to learn from the half-Elf, the immortal blademaster claimed he had nothing to teach. Only the first strike. He said he had never practiced a second one. To him, it was simply a hobby.”

“So he mastered one blow? That’s silly.”

Thistel remarked with a laugh, and Dalimont smiled ruefully.

“That’s how they think, Miss Thistel. It’s a famous little story, but the half-Elves rather dislike it. I—oh. It seems the performance is back. Apologies, Your Highness.”

He sat back, and the manager returned. Now, the man’s makeup was running and he was sweating, but he beamed and shouted up.

“Esteemed guests, Your Majesties—my deepest apologies. Rolare will continue to prepare for his performance. In—in the meantime, we have one final act! A new performer has come to the Synphasia! I present to you the songs of Cara, a singer and dancer! She’s no ordinary musician, though. Why—she’s the Siren of Songs, the Duchess of Dancing! Cara O’ Sullivan!”

Then he dashed offstage, and Seraphel began laughing. The discontented audience was not happy, and it seemed like the last performer of the theatre was being tossed to the wolves.

“Siren of Songs? I’ve heard of the Siren of Savere, but that’s a name.”

Itreimedes was leaning back in his chair, hands behind his head, clearly fed-up and regretting coming here. He didn’t even look up as a young woman strode onto the stage. Seraphel swore she saw Cara lower a middle finger—and she sat up.

“She’s dyed her hair. Look! It’s pink!”

Cara wore a bright outfit like the other performers, and her hair was indeed a shocking pink. She was scowling—for half a second before she smiled, and only Seraphel saw how mad she had been.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am Cara, a [Singer]! I hope you enjoy my humble performance. I apologize for the interruptions tonight.”

She was projecting her voice into the edges of the theater, and Seraphel’s heart leapt as she saw her friend. Cara, that mysterious girl who didn’t fit—made some of the audience pause and look up.

Few of the other performers had said anything, just launched into their acts. It was the job of the manager to call them out.

But the night was a bad one, and several members of the audience were getting up and just walking out of the theatre, looking discontent. They clearly thought Rolare wasn’t going to perform, and the last act wasn’t one they were sticking around for.

To be fair, that was because it was very clear Cara wasn’t ready. Her colorful costume was only a jacket, and she had her worn travelling pants on—‘jeans’, she’d called them.

Seraphel’s heart sank when she noticed that. Had she made Cara come on stage early? No—the [Manager] had clearly run out of options. Cara was standing there, and her eyes flicked up. She met Seraphel’s gaze, and the [Princess] knew that Cara wasn’t ready.

But that had never stopped her before. Cara cleared her voice, and her eyes slid left, off-stage.

“I regret that my music isn’t ready. Give me just five minutes, and it will be ready. Again, I apologize for—”

It wasn’t even ready? The audience that had been wavering began to get up. They were fed up—and even King Itreimedes was shaking his head.

“What a waste of time. Gaah! Who suggested this? It’s definitely a curse—don’t kick me!”

Seraphel ignored him. She was holding her hands together, squeezing them as she looked down at Cara. The [Singer] was watching the audience leave, and she looked around—then her eyes flicked up.

Cara didn’t have to be here. She could have just refused to come out or let the blame fall on Rolare, the central act, or that idiotic manager. But she took a bow solemnly.

“I apologize, ladies and gentlemen. One minute. It’s almost ready.”

There was a strange sound coming from the side. It sounded…like an odd melody of flutes for a second. Seraphel craned her head as the noise cut off.

She’d never heard something like that. It sounded like an entire plethora of instruments starting—then falling silent. Did Cara have an entire orchestra hidden off-stage?

Some members of the audience looked back at Cara and wavered, but there was a trend towards the doors, and more people were joining in the simple pressure to leave. The King of Avel was going—and Cara’s eyes were fixed on Seraphel’s.

They were pleading. She was asking…something. What? Seraphel didn’t know, but she half-rose. Heart pounding. Did Cara need help?

She had never asked for it. Seraphel hesitated—then she did the most [Princess]-like thing she could imagine.

She started applauding.

A lone [Princess] began to applaud from the royal booth in the Synphasia. Seemingly oblivious to how silly she looked, Seraphel clapped her hands together like royalty. That genteel slapping of hands that didn’t make much sound.

But the audience looked up and heard the faint sound. Cara stared at Seraphel—and the applause was joined by the ringing of metal.

Ser Dalimont stared at Seraphel—then Cara—then leapt to his feet. He began to applaud, and the other Thronebearers joined him in a second.

Mariel and Thistel looked at Seraphel and the [Knights] as if they were mad—but Dalimont hissed at them.

“Applaud! Eternal Throne—applaud!”

The two [Maids] joined in, and King Itreimedes turned. He stared at Seraphel as if she were a loon, but he hesitated. So did the audience. They turned—and several people saw the [Princess] applauding the young woman on stage.

So they joined in with the vague sense that if they didn’t it would make them look boorish. The applause grew, and Seraphel felt a flush on her cheeks as everyone looked at her. Itreimedes was certainly giving her a look as if she were as stupid as could be.

But Cara’s nervous breathing calmed. She looked up at Seraphel, and this time—when she bowed—it was to Seraphel alone. Then—she raised her head, cupped her hands to her mouth, and called out.

“Your Highness, we meet again!”

Even the people who’d stepped into the lobby poked their heads back in at this. The young woman shouted up at Seraphel, and Avel’s court murmured. But Cara was smiling now, and she shouted at Seraphel.

“I thought I wouldn’t see you for ages. Thank you for visiting my humble performance. I apologize for it all—but that you stayed—this song will be for you, Your Highness, Seraphel!”

*The 4**th* Princess of Calanfer knew this [Singer]? More than one person went back to their seats. Even if this was terrible, it was still interesting because of that. The outwards flow reversed—and Seraphel smiled at Cara.

She had bought the time Cara needed. The [Singer] paused as people trickled back to their seats. She was glancing left, raising a thumb, waiting for a signal off-stage.

The King of Bows had gotten tired of standing and had flopped back into his seat. He was in a bad mood, skeptical—and Cara had only one chance. She was at the tail end of a bad performance, but she still stood there.

“One song. I apologize that I can’t do more—but for the [Princess] of Calanfer, for strange meetings—I have been thinking of you, Your Highness. I wish we had talked longer. I’m happy to see you.”

She made Seraphel’s heart warm. Cara looked up at her, and it seemed to the uncomfortable audience as if the two were speaking just together. Then…they realized a faint sound was playing. A strange, stringed instrument. Deeper than any harp that Seraphel had ever known, and light, ethereal sounds.

A deep, resonant drum. And still, Cara was speaking.

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes. I know I haven’t been perfect—but give it some time. There’s not a single day goes by where you don’t cross my mind.”

Me? Seraphel blinked—and then she realized Cara’s voice was pitched. The music was playing louder, and the audience realized Cara was singing.

She transitioned into the song so smoothly that it seemed she was just continuing speaking at first. Then—it was clear she was singing. She turned, threw her head back, and pointed to Seraphel.

She closed her eyes, put a hand over her heart, and began to sing. Her face changed as if she were mourning. Pained.

“All the days spent on my mind. All the times that I’d say that we’ll be together, we’ll be together, oh. All the ways to see through my heart. I know the good intentions, they won’t be lost forever, won’t be lost forever, oh—”

It was a love song! Or—close enough! Seraphel realized what the lyrics sounded like and turned red! Dalimont choked—and Cara’s eyes opened wide. She gave Seraphel a mischievous smile—then twirled around. When she whirled back, she pointed at her next target.

“Oh, but not a single day goes by where you don’t cross my mind. Not a single day goes by where you don’t cross my mind. Not a single day goes by where you don’t cross my mind!”

She looked at Ser Dalimont, and King Itreimedes turned his head as if suspecting the [Knight] and Cara…the [Singer] trailed down the stage, looking at members of the audience. And they were listening.

What style was this song? It was fast and slow to Seraphel. The music was strange, and it had horns and unnaturally high pitches she doubted any horn could emulate. Like all of Cara’s music, it was new.

It captured the audience. A love-song, a song between friends. Sad and hopeful.

An apology from a [Singer] who met Seraphel’s eyes, and the two had missed each other. It hadn’t even been that long. But when Seraphel saw Cara standing there—

She started smiling. Cara sang. It wasn’t even a long song, barely three and a half minutes. But of all the performances in the Synphasia—it alone felt so new and fresh and welcome. Unlike the bored, generic acts trying to capture a bit of attention, the uncertain Dwarf trying to be unique—

Cara just sang a song. But she stood on that stage as if it belonged to her and with the confidence to sing one song and capture everyone. A performer in her very bones.

The [Singer].

When she finished, there was a long silence. Then—the applause began before Seraphel even brought her hands together.

They didn’t knock down the theatre with cheers. There were no brocades of flowers being tossed on stage—but King Itreimedes brought his hands together, slightly mollified. Cara bowed once, and Seraphel was smiling.

It didn’t make up for the rest, but the audience had taken Cara’s side. She was glancing to the side.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. That was—‘Cross My Mind’. A song for someone I’ve had the honor of knowing. I can continue. The next song, for travellers near and far, is ‘Oceans Away’.”

She seemed to be saying that very carefully, and the audience leaned forwards, relieved she wasn’t done with one song. She was doing it! Seraphel smiled—

Until the curtains opened, and the [Manager] strode out. He grabbed Cara’s arm and began to tow her off-stage.

“Huh? What’s going—”

Itreimedes groaned as Cara jerked and tried to stay—but was pushed behind the curtain. The dismayed audience heard her arguing, then they began to get mad. Seraphel half-rose.

“What’s going on? She was doing well! What—”

Rolare the Violinist stepped back onto stage. This time, Seraphel nearly hurled something down at him. The half-Elf’s chin was raised, and he actually rubbed at his ear as he had found Cara’s song odious.

“Oh dead gods, not him again.”

Itreimedes got up, glaring. The audience muttered loudly—and Rolare lifted a hand. He had his violin resting against his chin, and he raised the bow. King Itreimedes slowly raised his bow as one of his advisors tried to snatch an arrow from his grip. The Noelictus audience was tellingly silent, and Seraphel was glaring. The half-Elf ignored them all and closed his eyes.

Then he put the bow to the string and began to play. Seraphel, despite her love of her friend, despite her annoyance at the performances—forgot she was going to be married. She forgot the chair she was sitting in was slightly too large for her.

She forgot the stickiness on her hands from the King of Avel’s grip. She forgot her worries, what she was meant to do next. She saw Rolare touch the bow of his violin to the strings—

And he played music that she had never heard an equal to. Not from Barelle, not in all her days in Calanfer’s courts. It began slow, a lilting tone as if the half-Elf were sitting by himself, in a world where the world began and ended in a space around him.

Then it grew, and he played faster, a solo act that somehow sounded like a quartet. He played as if the violin were just a vessel and he was the conduit to music that transcended his instrument.

A single song that he had spent decades learning. An immortal’s music, perfect in every note. And for eight minutes, Seraphel forgot she had been sad. She forgot the dead, her mistakes, and the future.

She listened—and from the moment the half-Elf began until he lowered his bow and stood—she was spellbound. When he finished, she got up and applauded. And she was ashamed that it took her nearly half an hour to even remember Cara’s song thereafter. The audience flooded out the theatre, talking quietly, queuing to meet the haughty half-Elf and the other performers looking ashamed or trying to be remembered.

So that was the Synphasia Theatre and its performers. Errors, spectacle, talent clashing with ineptitude, an unctuous manager, and…

Seraphel saw Cara standing there, arms crossed, but unable to say anything to the half-Elf who stood there, taking it all as his due. And Seraphel realized her friend might be happy here.

She had competition.

——

Cara actually spoke to Seraphel only three hours later when the [Princess] had retired to her mansion. Seraphel heard a commotion at the door and found Cara gulping down the leftovers from her dinner.

“Seraphel!”

“Cara! You were magnificent. Where have you been?”

Cara got up fast, and Seraphel embraced her. There was a moment of uncertainty when Seraphel wasn’t sure what to do, but Cara decided for her.

She looked—well. Less like someone who had walked through a literal war, as she had after surviving the [Necromancer] attack and rallying the ghosts. But she was hungry.

“I’m sorry. We don’t eat until we’re done, and that damned [Manager], Joeired is his name, was all over the [King] of Avel. He’s puffed up because the violinist finally did his job. It’s been two weeks, and that was the first time he’s played since I was accepted.”

“Really? So the odds he actually would have refused to play—”

Cara rolled her eyes as she shoveled black noodles into her mouth.

“High! He would have rather been fired, that prick, than be ‘forced’ to perform. A prima donna artist if there ever was one. I hate how good he is…but I think he went out there because I performed. He was complaining his string was slightly off afterwards and the entire thing was rubbish.”

“He thought he was off? You were splendid.”

Cara paused and gave Seraphel a familiar, wry, self-deprecating look. She shook her head slowly.

“I was alright. That was improv at its best. Thanks to you, we kept the audience in their seats, but I get it now. Rolare is a world apart. Gah. I always thought I could stand up and match someone if I ever met the ‘best’, but I couldn’t even say a word when he walked off stage. He did things with that violin that I don’t think you could do back home!”

She was frustrated, admiring, and looked alive. Seraphel sat there as Dalimont cleared his throat.

“What Her Highness meant was—where have you been, Cara? We lost track of you for a month before coming to Menorome.”

Cara blinked and smiled at him.

“Dalimont, are you spying on me?”

“Only casually, Miss Cara. How did you come to the City of Repose?”

The [Singer] sighed.

“Caravaning. I hired onto a team and learned how to repair axles and did that for a month. It was good. It let me figure things out. For one thing—I’m only good at music. I can hack it at another job for a while, but the stage is where I can stand out. Not everyone can be the real thing like Rolare. Seraphel, how’s Culin? Sasi?”

She looked at the [Princess], and Seraphel explained they were well. She mentioned the ghosts, and Cara sat forwards.

“Arteis? I bet she’s scary enough to keep half the dead away. And Dalius…is he well?”

“He’s Culin’s personal guard, and the boy can only sleep in his presence.”

Cara smiled with a hint of pain behind her raised lips.

“That’s good. He’s—a good protector. I wish I’d stayed, sometimes. The rest of the time, I’m glad I left. I’m not fit company for them. Not right now.”

She was the perfect company for Culin and Sasi. Or Seraphel. The [Princess] toyed with a saltshaker.

“—You’re a welcome sight in Menorome, Cara. Are you truly trying to become a top performer in the Synphasia?”

“Yes. I have to try. And with respect to your help—I want to do it on my own. Prove I can make something of myself. I’m levelling and working on songs and…once I’m ready, I’ll be able to return. When I know who I am. Does that make sense?”

Cara pushed her plate back, and Seraphel nodded slowly. Though she had never had the chance to do what Cara wanted. She was due to be wed…

“…How are you doing?”

Cara seemed to notice Seraphel’s reserve, and the [Princess] smiled gaily.

“Oh, just grand. My parents gave me this mansion, and Menorome is filled with delights. Why, they even sent me a handsome allowance, and I have been touring Menorome. I’m due to visit the palace in a few days.”

The [Singer] stared at Seraphel, then glanced at Dalimont.

“Are you keeping Seraphel here against her will? Can’t you let her run away or something?”

The [Knight] hesitated as Seraphel blinked at Cara.

“We must all do our duties, Miss Sullivan.”

“I guess if that helps you sleep at night…can I do anything for you, Seraphel?”

The [Princess] saw Cara glance around at the opulent mansion, and she wished the [Singer] had the power to annul the marriage or…

“If you would visit, I will happily have the [Chef] feed you, and I would love your company, Cara. I visit the palace in three days.”

“And I’m working the night shift. It’s all night-shift around here. But if you’re free…I’ll come by every day. My apartment is not so nice that I want to use it. It’s attached to the Synphasia Theatre and—well, let’s just say that the building looks a lot worse behind the scenes. You know that Dwarf, Yoitha?”

“The…one who had such a unique performance?”

Cara smiled as Seraphel hesitated, and both laughed. But then she grew serious.

“No, she knows it’s bad, but she’s trying to stand out. The reason she even has an act is because she helps fix the theatre up free-of-charge. And she’s a great person. She was the one who helped set up my music…speaking of which, um.”

Cara was fidgeting, and the [Princess] realized she was nervous. Cara was already in a bit of trouble, or at least, intrigue, it seemed. She lowered her voice.

“…Do you know about a place called ‘Wistram Academy’ by any chance, Seraphel? Dalimont? The Academy of Mages? They have a Guild in this city and—”

Both Dalimont and Seraphel began laughing at once. Cara turned beet red.

“I know it’s common knowledge! I meant, do you know anyone in—how trustworthy—argh!”

She betrayed herself. It was unintentional, but to Dalimont and Seraphel, trained disassemblers, asking about the most famous institution of magic in this world was just silly. Then Seraphel grew worried.

“Is Wistram Academy looking into you, Cara?”

“Someone is. I’m not sure whether to think they’re trustworthy or what.”

“Be careful. The Archmages are very powerful leaders. Wistram has more power than most nations—though it is entirely faction-based there. What is the matter, exactly?”

“…They want to know where I am. Well, they know, but someone’s giving me help, and he seems genuine, if a bit of an idiot. I’m taking his help…tell you what. Let’s talk about Wistram. You give me a history lesson, and I’ll, uh—”

“Give us a history lesson on something you know?”

Seraphel met Cara’s gaze, and the [Singer] exhaled. But before she could agree or disagree, Seraphel shook her head.

“I will tell you all you need to know, Cara. Forget about your story. Dalimont, find us some dessert. Perhaps some tea for Cara’s throat?”

The [Singer] eyed Seraphel with a hint of suspicion. But Seraphel was just smiling. She adjusted her skirts, and Cara exhaled.

“You’re not curious?”

“I think…it would matter greatly, and my mother and father would insist I drag everything out of you, Cara. But I am simply too happy to see you. Besides—it doesn’t matter.”

Seraphel stood and turned. She smiled fondly at her friend.

“I’m to be wed and my loyalties split between Calanfer and Noelictus. A good [Princess] would do all in her power. But I would rather be a better friend.”

Her head turned, and she looked at the rest of the staff, her maids, Mariel and Thistel, the Thronebearers, Dalimont, Dame Neranthei—

The female Thronebearer looked nervous, and Seraphel shot her entourage a warning look.

“Lest my people believe it would be better to report behind my back, I have long ears, and I am quite capable of making your lives miserable even with my royal parents’ protection. Your secrets are safe with me, Cara.”

Cara looked at Seraphel. Then she stood up and took a huge sip from the cup Dalimont handed her. She slung an arm around Seraphel and squeezed as the [Princess] started.

Mariel looked horrified by the too-familiar contact. But Cara just nodded at Seraphel.

“Let’s make the best of it. Say, you said you sang, Seraphel. You said you wanted to practice again. You could help me work on my songs. Just until weddings and all that.”

The [Princess] hesitated. Then she smiled. The [Princess] felt Menorome come alive again.

It was a strange, precious feeling for the first time in her life. A too-good ebullience that felt fake.

Was this what having a friend felt like?

She wondered why she had been missing it all her life.

[Widow Princess Level 19!]

[Skill – Voice: Perfect Pitch obtained!]

Digneral

Ailendamus was not a nation that made mistakes twice. Part of the reason why it had his loyalty was because he believed that his kingdom worked.

More than monetary rewards, prestige, or anything else was Digneral’s belief that Ailendamus was doing it better than other nations.

His education in the schools was proof of that. In addition, he was a [Baron], a noble of Ailendamus, but he was not above censure or the law.

The Court of Masks was an example of how Ailendamus ran. It was an egalitarian place where anyone could speak, from a servant to a noble, and be judged only on the merits of their arguments. It was designed to let everyone wear a literal mask and speak without fear of censure.

Similarly, Ailendamus had judges, the venerable House Shoel, who executed the law in place of the nobility. They heard cases rather than Digneral being expected to lay down the law.

These systems created accountability and superior results. In the same way, Digneral’s own warfront with Ovela was not one he was allowed to run as he pleased.

He was given broad power, soldiers, even [Knights], and he had his own demesne to draw upon for resources, but to obtain the crown’s support, he had to prove he was achieving results. If he was failing, he had better adhere to advice. Nor were his successes and failures purely judged on that; factors outside his control were acceptable.

Not that Digneral du Ecte felt he’d failed. On the contrary, when the inspection came, it was sudden, unannounced, and arguably painted him in the best light.

——

“Baron! Forgive the intrusion, but an emissary from the capital has arrived!”

The man didn’t turn his head. He just growled beneath his helmet as light flashed across it. The skies were dark, overcast—but the flaming spells were giving him plenty of light.

Noelictus was always night. In this cool fall, it should have been a perfectly grim painting. A graveyard of fallen leaves, black and white, the ideal place for undead to haunt.

…The flames made it look far more hellish. Fire, orange and red, fell left and right, shot from the wands and battlemages towards his people’s ranks.

Flame. Ovela loved flame. It was good against undead, and it was the terror of the infantry. Flames bypassed armor, and it could burn men and women alive even if they were covered in plate armor.

It was how [Knights] had been kept back from Ovela time and time again. But it was also an antiquated weapon.

Everything about his opponents was. They moved in ranks, huge formations of their peasantry, [Soldiers] armed with bows and pikes, slowly advancing, pivoting, following columns of [Riders] into the fray.

He would admit they were good. Ovela’s Twins shared control of their army. One was a master of slow defensive pushes. Lord Fallien came up with heavy, shielded infantry, and he had his famous Hammer of Ovela firing constantly.

Stakes of wood as large as a man hammered into the ground. A rain of stones came next, bouncing off shields, and Digneral heard screams as one struck flesh. He gritted his teeth as his Greatbows fired back.

The Greatbows of Ailendamus were their signature weapon. They fired ‘Lance-Arrows’—arrows literally as large as a lance and that could tear apart enemy formations—from the huge, ‘X’-shaped bows .

Greatbows were a signature weapon, akin to a faster ballista, that Ailendamus created. Few siege weapons of this nature existed in Terandria, and they could manufacture more. Comparatively, old nations like Noelictus could neither manufacture nor create new weapons.

They had no [Engineers], no knowledge of how to build, and relied on relics of the past. Digneral’s problem was…

Their last relic was a titanous machine of death. They called it the ‘Hammer of Ovela’. And it was nothing but a giant ballista that was six times as large as the biggest ballista that Digneral had ever seen.

It could launch a huge stake of wood into battle from miles away. In fact, it wasn’t even on this battlefield but in Ovela’s keep.

It was one reason why Ovela hadn’t fallen after years of war. That damned weapon alone could keep his forces back, and try as he might, he couldn’t destroy it. Even his [Saboteurs] reported the very wood was enchanted, and flames, blades, and counter-fire from his Greatbows had failed.

Lord Fallien relied on it too much, despite its clear strategic advantage. He moved slowly, trying to simply press Digneral back. His sister was far more mobile.

Piral came charging across on her destrier, black-tipped lances lowered as her forces charged again and again at any weak spot they found. They carried crossbows and would shower their foes from range if they didn’t find a spot for their lances to strike home.

Digneral admired her more than Fallien. For all her brother’s command of traditional warfare was impeccable, she had adopted a modern way of fighting that echoed most [Knight]-orders, but combined it with the fighting style of Noelictus’ [Hunters]. If she had possessed anyone from the Hunter’s Guild, he had no doubt she would have been a fearsome foe.

As it was, the two twins were able to magnify their army’s strengths and essentially covered the other’s weakness. Where Fallien was slow, Piral was fast. She would hit from the sides while he pressed you. When her advance faltered for lack of reinforcements, he had his forces pushing in, unable to be stopped.

They hated each other, or so Digneral understood. A twin’s rivalry magnified by their personalities and vying to be named the [Earl] of Ovela over the other. But they fought him, a common enemy, like twin leopards.

Their fierceness, Ovela’s war-strength as a province seasoned by conflicts, and even the Hammer of Ovela meant that no foe had ever taken this province. They, like their father, were Noelictus’ blockade against any foe coming from the east.

…But they were losing. Digneral never turned his head from the battlefield as the [Messenger] spoke again.

“Baron, the emissary—”

“I heard. I have no time for them! Forwards the shields! Push back Fallien! Drell Knights, prepare for the strike!”

This was his eighty-ninth battle against Ovela. Eighty-nine battles. Six years. He could not always be on the offensive; troops needed to be replaced. Skirmishes were common. Pitched battles like these forced both sides to recuperate if they took enough losses.

He had attacked and sallied forth to defend against their assaults. Digneral had never passed this deadman’s land just outside of Noelictus’ borders. Each and every time…

“The Hammer is firing!”

Someone screamed, and Digneral roared.

“Shields!”

He put his up and actually felt an impact as a stray stone landed amidst his command. It barely made him rock as he sat on horseback; his animal made a startled sound, but he controlled it.

His shield, like his armor, was enchanted. His helmet, in fact, was reflecting the firelight. Digneral looked like he wore a mirror of polished silver. In fact, the [Knights] preparing to charge echoed him.

Drell Knights. They wore glass-armor, far thicker than any glass you could normally hope to make. The semi-translucent material was tougher than steel, if heavier, and they were the most heavily-armed Order of Ailendamus.

The Order of the Thirsting Veil used poison. The Order of the Hydra fought on foot and were made up of common folk; they fought at legion strength and were numerous, more than any other [Knight]-Order in the world.

But the Order of Drell were Digneral’s folk. He was an honorary member, and when they charged—

More fire. Ovela’s twins loved it. They shot flames from their wands, and their [Mages] threw [Fireballs] that exploded and killed everything they hit. This tactic had humbled the Dawn Concordat, Pheislant, and every other foe.

…But Digneral had studied his foe. And when his infantry saw the magic incoming, they raised their shields and the mirror-shields, oval teardrops—

They reflected the magic straight back.

[Army: Spell Reflection Shields]. The [Baron of the Mirror Lands] smiled coldly as half the spells either washed over his troops, who ignored the flames, or bounced back. Little of it hit his opponents; it was hard to reflect a spell straight back at a foe.

But it meant he weathered the Twins’ onslaught. The Hammer of Ovela fired again, and Digneral grimaced as more of his people went down. But then he saw his Drell Knights charge.

Fallien’s forces and his were locked in combat in the infantry, and he saw crossbows firing on both sides. Noelictus and Ailendamus both used crossbows over bows; it was another factor that set them apart from other nations who claimed bows were superior.

However, his troops were rotating back fast as Fallien pushed forwards. He was waving his sword from the back, howling an advance. As Digneral saw his troops buckle first. As intended. They fell back without taking mortal wounds. He pointed a finger, exhorting his front line of footsoldiers.

“Rearguard, hold them!”

Another line of his troops smashed forwards, and Fallien’s lines wavered. Ailendamus [Soldiers] armored head-to-toe in steel, almost like miniature [Knights], rammed their spears into a front line of Ovelian troops, who collapsed.

“[Give Them No Inch]! [Regain Morale]—[Countercharge]!”

Fallien rallied the wavering front and sent another rank of his troops at Digneral’s. The [Baron] watched as his rearguard slowed and their spears withdrew.

“Crossbows—loose!”

They snapped, and Fallien’s advance slowed—but picked up as Digneral’s rearguard retreated. He was in full retreat now, and here came Piral.

She was swooping in to rout his forces. But she ran straight into his Drell Knights. The heavily-armored horsemen collided with his [Knights], and a terrible clash ensued.

More armored than Piral’s troops or not—she was a high-level [Lady], and Digneral winced as he saw his [Knights] go down. One speared an Ovelian troop only for Piral to knock him flat. He surrendered as both sides burnt down—and fell away.

Almost completely equal. She’d gone toe-to-toe with his Drell Knights and held them down. True, he hadn’t led the charge himself, but Piral was insanely dangerous! Plus, his [Knights] had yielded, and they were being dragged to Noelictus’ lines.

Each one would fetch a hefty ransom, and the Twins were not so rich as to turn down the opportunity to ignore that. The [Knights] would keep their honor and dignity, but pay for that with gold aplenty.

Digneral thought it was an antiquated method of making war that favored the lives of [Knights] over commonfolk. But so long as it was practiced…

He would use it. He let the fighting go on for a few minutes more, then raised a hand.

“Fall back! Fall back in good order!”

Once again, he retreated. Ovela raised a huge cheer as his silent troops retreated, carrying hundreds of their wounded. Digneral snapped orders as he rode down the lines.

“[Healers], forwards! Break out the second set of healing potions!”

Healing potions, the miracle of magic, closed wounds and mended all but severed limbs. Dying [Soldiers] gasped and came back to life as he checked on his command.

His entire vanguard of infantry was wounded, having rotated in against Fallien’s hardened troops. Both sides had ground at each other hard—but he saw over ninety-eight percent of his people were alive.

Fallien had lost nearly nine percent if Digneral had calculated correctly. Not because his troops were notably lower-level—but Digneral prized heavy, Ailendamus armor for his soldiers. And Fallien didn’t rotate his frontline but pushed them into the enemy to force them to retreat.

Another loss. Digneral almost hummed, but didn’t out of respect for the dead. The Twins were still cheering, their supporters boasting who had done more. He had never met bigger fools, and only when he saw the emissary from the capital did Digneral feel a moment of fear.

Fear, because he wasn’t sure if the representative checking on him understood what he was doing or not. Not everyone would—but the pair of men simply nodded at him as he dismounted.

“Duke Rhisvseri! Viscount Visophecin! Your Grace, Viscount, I would have—”

“—Done nothing and continued to lead your forces if you knew it was us? I expect that was your reply, Baron Digneral.”

The sharp-tongued response came from the equally sharp-looking Duke. Rhisveri Zessoprical was brother to King Itorin II and one of the most powerful men in Ailendamus. He was a terrifyingly powerful spellcaster and had the [King]’s ear—and incredible authority over the military.

Too much, given the rumors Digneral had heard of him. He was a touchy man, as many powerful spellcasters were, and he had a sharp goatee. He was tall, commanding, and superior—there was no other word for it. He looked down on everyone, including [Generals]. He was not a fond guest in the capital or at banquets, but that was just as well; he was rarely in attendance.

By contrast, Viscount Visophecin was a well-beloved figure everyone wished to see more of. He dressed in black, and his skin was the faintest bit grey. He had a curious cologne that smelled a bit like oil or sulfur, and his smile gave nothing away. He led House Shoel, who manufactured magical items and worked as judges of the realm. He was intelligent, able to dance, fight with the sword, talk politics, and entertain without fail, a man of many abilities.

Both were highly-placed and clearly here to observe Digneral’s offensive. The [Baron] would have removed his helmet, but it was a stupid thing—he was more aghast neither had armor.

“Your Grace, we are close to the front. A [Sniper]—”

“—Would not penetrate my magical barriers. I assure you, Digneral, I will be the last man to die even if this entire army were torn to shreds. I am simply here to observe. Your apologies are unnecessary. We are here to assess your campaign against Ovela.”

He was grating, but Digneral just nodded. Visophecin gave him an apologetic nod and a half-smile.

“Forgive Duke Rhisveri’s foul temper. He is often venomous, Baron Digneral. We are impressed by your performance.”

“It’s adequate. Mind your tongue, Visophecin.”

For all he was rude, even to the Viscount, Rhisveri was intelligent. He flicked his eyes over the retreating Ailendamus forces.

“Do they often cheer, those Noelictus folk?”

“Ovela is a renowned province that celebrates its continued victories, Your Grace. Noisily.”

“Incredible. I truly thought they’d catch on, but I suppose the reports of those Twins didn’t exaggerate. They left twice our dead—or more!”

“Twice our dead in the ranks. Ranged fire was equalized by the Hammer of Ovela, but the Baron’s mirror-shields gave our [Mages] an overwhelming advantage. The Twins cannot be fools. How do they reconcile their losses?”

Visophecin observed. Both men were on foot, not horses, so Digneral left his mount to walk between them. They talked as his armies fell back to House Ecte lands.

“They raid into our borders and come away with gold. Artifacts—we do have artifacts Noelictus wants. Everything from purification stones in our wells to the mundane objects in our Mage’s Guilds. Even a Rune of Heating in a home is worth more gold than a [Soldier] of Ovela would see in half a year.”

“Incredible. So they trade gold for manpower. And they’ve been begging for more troops without the hindsight to keep theirs from dying?”

Rhisveri sneered at the distant Ovelian troops. Digneral had pulled back in very good order, and while they might claim any wounded on the battlefield—they would ransom them over killing them. Visophecin remarked calmly as he nodded back the way they’d come.

“Even if they understand what is going on, Baron Digneral has an advantage. His [Knights] are protected by the codes of war. He has reported less than a hundred Drell Knights falling in six years of fighting, Rhisveri.”

“Bah. We should have zero casualties if their armor was properly enchanted. In time, we will not need to bleed any foe. Aside from that relic from the Age of Blood—those Drell Knights should be able to take the entire field by themselves! That’s a goal for next century.”

Duke Rhisveri was an ambitious man. And a wise one. The Age of Blood? Digneral barely knew of that from old history books. And having their Drell Knights be nigh-immortal a century from now?

Visophecin flicked his gaze to Digneral. He glanced back at Ovela and then at House Ecte. As the weary Ailendamus troops marched back to their lands, the sky seemed to brighten and color return to the earth.

“How do the [Soldiers] maintain morale in what seems like an endless string of defeats, Baron?”

“We push back the Twins, and that is a victory. More than that? They are aware of the rough plan and generously compensated. I have, of course, told them nothing, but I think they can feel how weak Ovela has gotten. The Twins boast of their personal levels—but all of Earl Inameis’ old veterans are dead or retired. But for the Hammer of Ovela, they are down to [Battlemages] casting fire spells and low-level wands.”

Rhisveri could only shake his head several times.

“Idiots. So your soldiers…?”

“They sense a moment is coming to hammer Ovela. We have rotated eight fresh battalions into House Ecte. I will begin a fresh offensive in two days—and the Twins will have been expecting my forces to be consolidating their strength after their ‘loss’.”

Visophecin and Rhisveri exchanged a nod of great satisfaction. When Digneral had first proposed this ages ago, he’d had little support for the ambitious plan—until Duke Rhisveri had heard of it. Then he had personally forwarded Digneral’s ambitions, given him the supplies and manpower.

Now, Digneral felt Ovela was as weak as he needed it to be to put the final phase of his plan into action. The Twins treated their lands poorly; they demanded tributes of food or manpower from their counties and the capital, and they were too busy squabbling for power to realize Ailendamus had lost little.

Digneral now had more troops in his lands than Ovela had ever seen, and he was prepared to push. Push so hard that the Twins, who thought they had been fighting him at full strength, would either crumble or demand aid from the capital. Either way—Digneral was ready to go the full mile.

“The Hammer of Ovela will be a problem. You have been reluctant to advance far into that hellscape. I will make arrangements for your infiltrators. Keep up the pressure, Baron. I have seen enough to satisfy me.”

Either he’d toured Digneral’s forces in private or he had really just wanted to see a battle. Either way, Digneral bowed, keeping his face straight as Rhisveri turned.

“Visophecin, coming?”

The other man shook his head.

“I shall keep the Baron company longer. After all, it would be good to get a measure of a man who might well become a Great General of Ailendamus.”

Great General. Digneral kept his face as straight as possible. There were only a handful of Ailendmaus’ greatest warleaders, along with their Great Knights. Rhisveri rolled his eyes.

“Oh, yes. If you succeed—if—Digneral, we will see more of you. Visophecin places such trust. I place mine in results. Speaking of which…is that Drell Knight everyone wants to become the next Great Knight around?”

He made a show of looking about, and Digneral bowed.

“Drell Knight Ouren is preparing for the actual advance, Your Grace. If you wish to see him spar…”

“Bah. No, I do not. He may serve if he hits Level 40. The Mirror Knight? Seems generic.”

He was terribly rude to a young man who had nearly hit Level 40, the territory of Named-rank adventurers. Even Digneral could not help but frown in reproof, but Rhisveri ignored it. He strode off the way he’d come, snarling that he didn’t need a horse and would get back on his own.

“Forgive Duke Rhisveri. I fear you may meet more of him if you rise in command…but we have great expectations for the Noelictus offensive. You will be needed once we try the Dawn Concordat next year.”

Visophecin murmured, and Digneral’s heartrate spiked. Ailendamus was preparing to sweep the board. Noelictus first…whether or not he took more than Ovela depended on how the capital reacted, but the loss of their frontline would put the Kingdom of Shades on the back foot. Next year—the southlands. He bowed slightly to Visophecin.

“If you would care to join me—I do not drink wine, but I will toast to our advance.”

The Viscount smiled politely.

“I do not care for purified water, but I will partake of some wine myself. Each to their own, Baron. I will not stay for the advance, but rest assured, Rhisveri and I wished to see the battle. After all, House Ecte neighbors the Fitern Forest, and it would not do to disturb the folk there.”

Digneral kept his face straight and blank. The odds of anyone bypassing House Ecte’s lines…perhaps that was an excuse for the two men to inspect his readiness.

“I shall ensure Ovela is fully in retreat.”

“Very good. Rhisveri does care for the forest. If a Magistrate Fithea comes your way, it will be purely to observe Noelictus’ lands. We may consider terraforming them or restoring the forests.”

Dead gods, they were expecting victory. Magistrate Fithea was in charge of all of Ailendamus’ forests and natural reserves. Digneral had never met her; there were countless officials, but the thought of injecting some life back into Ovela’s gloomy lands made him smile. He nodded.

“Just as you say. I shall host her every whim. Once I am done with the fighting. Let us find that wine for you, Viscount. Or would you allow me a first name basis?”

The man smiled.

“Visophecin will do, Digneral. I am not adverse to intimacy with those I respect. But have a care in the battles to come. Ailendamus needs men of your caliber.”

“I am but one of a company, with His Grace and yourself about.”

Digneral didn’t care for flattery, but he felt like some was called for after all this praise. Visophecin surprised him with his modesty as he lifted a hand and smiled, a sharp smile, like his teeth.

“Oh, Baron. We are hardly men like you at all. Hardly at your level or like you at all. Now, to our toast.”

Seraphel

Four days after meeting Cara again, Seraphel visited the palace.

To say she was nervous would be to overstate things. Seraphel was not tense; she had visited royal courts before, as she said.

But she grew tense the more she heard about the situation in Ovela. In fact, a [Message] arrived for her the very evening before her visit.

She was just smiling over Sasi and Culin thanking her for the treats, gushing about sharing them with everyone and how sad the ghosts were they couldn’t eat them when her father sent her a note. He was not often effusive or wrote like one would to other members of their family in private.

This came from a personal, encoded [Message] scroll that Dalimont himself had to decipher, and the [Knight] was thus grave when he showed Seraphel the contents of the missive. The [Princess] read it, and her heart sank.

Seraphel,

Ovela’s been pushed back by a crushing offensive from Baron Digneral of Ailendamus. Your husband—safe. His twin—safe. But it means the wedding may be delayed again.

Your job in the court is to make His Majesty aware we are standing with Noelictus. Which means Noelictus must stand with Ovela and not drop them. Play into whatever he wants of you. He’s already curious about Afiele. Make it clear that Ailendamus won’t stop.

They sent the [Necromancer] after Afiele. Can’t confirm it, but Ielane’s [Informants] say that fellow was likely hired by Ailendamus. Be careful how you claim it, but push them to send whatever they can. [Hunters], troops, I know their Landsreight squabbles, but pull together as much support as you can. I’m counting on you to—

Seraphel stopped reading because the ringing in her ears had grown too loud. She put the letter down and stumbled back.

“They hired the [Necromancer]? They hired him to—?”

“Your Highness!”

Dalimont caught Seraphel as she actually came closer to fainting than she ever had in her life. When that passed—Seraphel was filled with a rage unlike anything she’d felt.

“They murdered so many innocent—how could they hire a [Necromancer]? After Az’kerash? Every nation in Terandria will condemn them!”

“I’m sure His Majesty is trying to obtain incontrovertible proof, Your Highness. It must be difficult, and an unfounded accusation would hurt the Eternal Throne greatly. Please, bear his missive in mind—”

“I shall! And what’s this about not supporting Ovela? Afiele is one of the counties there! Culin and Sasi are in danger!”

“Not with the ghosts.”

Dame Neranthei assured Seraphel, and that was true, but a war? The children and the people had suffered too much! Seraphel paced around the room, then sat in a carriage as they tried to recalibrate her tasks.

“The problem is that the crown is unlikely to want to give too much to Ovela, Your Highness. No noble should wield too much power, and Ovela is said to have an army on par with the capital’s. Not that Noelictus is famous for its standing army.”

“Yet they should have some support, surely!”

Dalimont nodded.

“Of course, Your Highness. The question is—how much? If you have His Majesty’s ear over Afiele, you can do a good amount. The other problem is the Landsreight, their parliament of nobles. They are also self-interested and will object to the crown levying more taxes. A lot of gold goes into Menorome, and demanding more soldiers and arms from them…”

“Self-interested nobility. I see. Who am I convincing?”

Seraphel was more motivated than usual, so she listened as Dalimont rattled out names.

“Mostly the provincial nobles. The province of Havens has Marquis Seelthru, who is largely self-absorbed. Unlikely to do anything unless he receives more tax exemptions from the crown. The province of Fiskren…Duke Fiskren, so it’s a family that hasn’t changed since the province was founded. He’s very dutiful, so you’ll likely have his attention especially since his daughter is a famous adventurer. Duchess Greina.”

“Oh, the third most eligible bachelorette of Terandria. Isn’t she a stellar warrior?”

Seraphel gloomed over slightly at the thought of meeting Greina, a rising star. It wasn’t that she felt jealous—but it hurt to see someone so beloved and popular—and high-level.

Dame Neranthei spoke with the enthusiasm that said she was a fan of Greina’s.

“She’s a former [Hunter] of Noelictus. A crack-shot with her crossbow and an aura-master, Your Highness. You have aura training, don’t you?”

“Yes, and mine’s as weak as spit, Neranthei. Very well, very well.”

Seraphel reminded herself that she was Level 19, a full three levels higher than she had been earlier this year. Even if her Skills weren’t that amazing…she sat up a bit as Dalimont gave her an encouraging look.

“Besides that, there’s the Hunter’s Guild as the third major power. Huntress Agshiga commands the Deathhunt—that’s their elite undead-slaying unit. They stay out of wars, but if you meet a Guildmistress Deilfec, they may be inclined to provide arms or something. They may also be the largest objectors to Ovelian aid.”

“…Why?”

“Because the Hunter’s Guild receives a large share of the crown’s finances. To quell undead. And for the Hunter’s Cards.”

Seraphel vaguely remembered seeing [Hunters] in Noelictus. She bit her lip.

“Was that the fellow who rented out half a restaurant and ate his weight in pasta?”

“That was a [Hunter], Your Highness.”

“He weighed more than Dalimont in armor! And he flashed a card and it was all paid for! He must have eaten at least…ten gold’s worth of food! That is a lot, right?”

Thistel gave her employer a pained look, and Seraphel exhaled.

“Okay, it is a lot! He can damn well tighten his belt then. I understand what must be done. Beautiful first impressions. Er—is this gown really fitting?”

She eyed her dress, which was a somber ghost-white, the color of death. She felt like she was going to a funeral, and every time the folds of the dress moved, they showed the black cloth underneath. She was a black-and-white flower…it was a gossamer thin white layer and beautiful in some ways, but two colors?

No Calanferian court would admire that. Ser Dalimont fussed with a little flower he took from a glass case. It was sunburst yellow, and he let Thistel pin it to Seraphel’s front.

“Believe me, Your Highness, this is enough. Combined with your red hair, you’ll be a splash in the courts as we understand it. Just remember—good first impressions. Play to King Allorev’s whims, and please—”

“No sharp tongue. Believe me, I’ll be a perfect [Princess] of Calanfer.”

Seraphel assured Dalimont with a smile. And she meant it. She headed to the palace, and all went well…right up until she met the royal family.

Then the worst royal appearance in Seraphel’s life began. And it was only partly her fault.

Honestly.

She did her best. But in all the little notes about people to meet, important levers to pull, and what to say and not say—the thing King Reclis seemed to have forgotten was the most obvious. And it was how strange the royal family really was.

——

The palace of Noelictus was called the ‘Palace of Shadows’. It had been rebuilt long ago, after the Creler Wars that had devastated so much of the world. Entire kingdoms had gone down screaming, devoured by the horrors of Rhir.

Knight-Orders had vanished, and the world had been a step from being engulfed before they were pushed back and slain. In fact, Calanfer had been founded then, by the heroism of Queen Marquin the Radiant, who had helped push Crelers back.

So it was no small wonder the palace had been redesigned after that horrific day. The question Seraphel had as she rolled into the palace and first witnessed it up close was—

Who had a fetish for black on shadow, and why had they been given an unlimited budget?

Truly and seriously. Calanfer was often said to be a vision of the dawn, a shining land, and the Eternal Throne was literally a glowing sun of light—but even they knew the benefits of subtlety.

The palace was subtlety without any end. Seraphel tripped the moment she got out of the coach. Because the flagstones were black.

Not ‘black checkerwork’ or ‘midnight marble’ or even straight obsidian.

Darkness. She couldn’t see anything on the ground. In fact, when Thistel rushed forwards to pick Seraphel up, some pebbles from the city flew from the bottom of her shoes, and they stood out, tiny grey pebbles amidst a sea without form or end.

Not even the moonlight reflected from the ground.

“Dead gods. What a sight to see. What material is it?”

Dame Neranthei whispered loudly and forgot herself, because even a whisper was loud in this place of Noelictus. She turned, flinching, and the servants and bowing guards were standing there as Seraphel caught herself.

They, too, wore black-and-white cloth, but they stood out because the ones nearest Seraphel had what she took for fanciful shawls at first. It was only when she drew closer and Thistel clapped a hand over her mouth that she realized with a chill what it was.

Not veils or shawls. Instead—they were covered in spiderwebs. A [Servant] with a strange, black buttercup hat had a series of webs running down across her dress.

She bowed—and when she raised her head, Seraphel saw her dress was also made of cobwebs, as if a spider had woven the cloth. Was it actual thread of gossamer-thin webbing?

It looked like the latter. Seraphel expected a spider to crawl out from under the woman’s hat any moment and her eyes, when Seraphel saw them, were even oddly striated, the irises more like spider webbing rather than normal.

A trio of [Servants] adorned like her bowed—then a tall figure wearing a mask like a crow removed it and spoke. A noblewoman’s attire, but her dress billowed where it met the ground. She wore a shadow for a dress, and unlike the [Servants], her eyes were direct and had huge pupils. Her voice was a piercing whisper.

“Your Highness of Calanfer. Welcome to the Palace of Shadows. His Majesty awaits you. Mind your step. I am [Keeper of the Royal House], Liletrec. Your [Knights] of the Order of Thronebearer shine bright. Like golden stars, reflecting light.”

“Oh, thank you, Keeper Liletrec.”

Seraphel was completely taken aback by the odd servants. And therein made her first mistake. Because unlike the [Majordomo] of Calanfer or another servant—Liletrec’s sharp expression, much like an owl or the crow’s mask she wore, was not approving.

Nor was her tone.

“‘Twas no compliment. They may set His Majesty’s dear friends to chittering. The royal court has no need of sun. Nor is the Queen in the mood for golden flowers of any kind.”

Ser Dalimont, Dame Neranthei, and the other [Knights] stiffened at the clear rebuke to Seraphel. But a [Royal Keeper] was highly-placed, so Dalimont bowed.

“I am Ser Dalimont, commander of the 4th Princess’ royal bodyguard, Keeper Liletrec. May we oblige the crown in any way?”

“Removing your armor may suit. But something tells us a [Knight] will not accede.”

“That would be—difficult. I am bound not to remove my armor or abandon my [Princess]’ side in any way.”

The whispering [Keeper] replaced her mask as Dalimont admitted that slowly. Liletrec nodded, and then she did look like a great bird, standing there.

Only then did she straighten, and Seraphel realized she had to be seven feet tall! Did she have half-Giant blood or something? She loomed, and the [Princess] felt Mariel and Thistel hide behind her subtly. The curved beak and the two pupils visible through her mask were definitely scary.

Seraphel had to assume this was a mistake and this was, uh…the fashion of today? Royal dress had ridiculous trends. L-like lace. Lace was all over Calanfer, and it looked stupid.

“Keeper Liletrec, I apologize for any offense my [Knights] may make. I assure you, it was not intentional.”

“Ah, but it is done. So apologies do naught. Welcome, then, to the palace, bright [Princess]. His Majesty awaits you. Come at your leisure; the Court of Dusk awaits you.”

She gestured with one long arm, and Seraphel turned her head towards the open palace. Another odd way of saying things. What about the escort? Dalimont coughed uncertainly.

“Could we—perchance have a guide, Keeper?”

“As you choose.”

The woman spoke without moving visibly behind the mask. She pointed, and a [Maid] wearing cobwebs stepped forwards and bowed.

The webbing made Seraphel shudder, and Liletrec noticed.

“You are unnerved by our garb and the style of Noelictus, Your Highness.”

She said it like a fact, and Seraphel cursed inwardly. She gave the woman her best [False Smile].

“Not at all! I am delighted by Menorome’s grand spectacles, and I am merely—unaccustomed to the grand Palace of Shadows, Keeper.”

She thought it was a good excuse, and even if it was a lie, in any other nation—

“Liar.”

The [Keeper]’s voice was like a dagger that slashed through any niceties. Seraphel froze. This was completely out of her experience! The woman stood tall as Dalimont raised his voice.

“Keeper, with due respect—”

He was going to try to tactfully upbraid her; Calanfer had to save face. But again—the Keeper was operating completely differently to him. She swung her head around unnaturally, twisting her head without her torso.

“Respect? Respect is not something practiced in the Palace of Shadows, Ser Knight. Better if the [Princess] were honest. We have great expectations for the Cursed Princess of Calanfer and her famous ways.”

“I object, Keeper!”

Seraphel felt woozy at the direct reference to her nickname. That was an insult, and Dalimont put his hand on his sword. But Liletrec just tsked loudly.

“Perhaps we were mistaken. Thronebearers do poorly here for such famous diplomats. As for you, [Princess], your time in the courts may be unpleasant. Perhaps His Majesty will have a poor time of it. It shall be. I shall see you later, or not. Fare thee well.”

Then she spread her arms like two huge wings, the shadows billowed around her—and she leapt into the air. Seraphel’s mouth dropped.

She flew onto a balcony on the second floor! Landed—turned her masked head once, then stalked inside. Seraphel gobbled at her escort. They gobbled right back.

Dalimont’s mouth was hanging open. Then he jerked his attention to the [Guards]. They stood upright, men and women dressed in either perfect white or perfect black.

The ones wearing white were armed with bows. The ones in black, blades. They regarded the Calanferian delegation openly. The only one that moved, though, was the [Maid]. She folded her hands.

“To the Court of Dusk? Or elsewhere, Your Highness?”

“Where would I go but there? Thank you.”

Seraphel meant it as a rhetorical question, but the [Maid] halted and turned her spiderweb hat.

“Why, if you wish anywhere else, we will take you. Save the Queen’s domain.”

“I have an appointment with His Majesty, though.”

Not right away, but who would keep the sovereign [King] waiting? The [Maid] just shrugged.

“Doubtless it matters. The Court of Dusk has entertainments indeed as you wait. If you want for company…most new lords and ladies of Noelictus all make the same mistake.”

Mistake? Seraphel turned to look at Dalimont, but he had never experienced anything like this. That was her first opening to the courts of Menorome. Seraphel passed into that dark palace and realized they were either perfect cleaners or terrible.

The first hallway was black, just like the courtyard. So much so that any tiny stain would be obvious. She couldn’t see the walls or ceiling or floor! She tripped twice—then passed into the rest of the Palace of Shadows.

Then she realized the King of Hosts, Allorev, was perhaps a genial and welcoming [King]. But normal he was not.

——

Her one relief was that newcomers, and even regular nobles who attended the capital city of Menorome, looked as out-of-place as she did. They hung together near the buffet tables, and at least that was similar.

Royal courts had themes. Some were delicate affairs that moved from space to space, pursuing games and activities and following a royal member or occupying themselves. A constant stew of deals, gossip, and back-stabbery.

Others were more of a wide, open vista where you gathered in view of the throne. This was one of those styles, and Avel had a similar method, even if their [King] was less austere and often didn’t sit on the throne itself.

In fact, King Itreimedes was here, probably to greet King Allorev, and raiding the banquet tables. Those, too, were common. Everyone needed something to eat, and Seraphel saw there were lots of local Menorome treats in the vein of the stuff she had sent to Sasi and Culin.

White and black and grey in between. It made her feel like she was in a place someone had sucked the color out of. The floor itself was checkered, almost like a chessboard in the center, and so it almost seemed like the people were chess pieces as they mingled, an effect they clearly didn’t enjoy.

That…was the most normal thing that Seraphel could imagine describing to her family and having them understand. Because if she talked about the rest of King Allorev’s Court of Dusk, no one would believe her.

Even with eccentrics like the Bedtime Queen and her literal bed she liked to sleep and work from or the Kingdom of Golaeron and the folk who had descended from Giants who could be ten feet tall and lived in a vast kingdom that had once held Giants themselves—

Noelictus stood out.

The servants dressed like cobwebs figures, half of them. The other half wore masks over black and white outfits. Seraphel had heard there was a Court of Masks in Ailendamus and that they had taken inspiration from Noelictus’ styles.

But where they wore masks in Ailendamus in one place—the servants here wore them as just natural costumes.

The Keeper’s crow-mask was joined by an eerie, smiling mask. Another had a weeping, sad one, and their face was obscured but for that. They dressed in shadowy clothing that Dalimont finally identified.

“Shadowcloth.”

“Oh, how wonderfully descriptive. Where did you pull that name from, Dalimont? Your posterior?”

Seraphel was already on edge—she couldn’t help but keep staring up. This couldn’t be real. Dalimont spoke back as politely as he could.

“It’s real, an ancient cloth that [Rogues] used back when the material could be made. I recall now—the staff uses clothing worn generations upon generations ago. But it does wear out, so the ones in the current garb…”

Serapahel got it. It was a neat trick to mix the ancient wear with the current style. And yes, spiderwebs befit the King of Hosts, Allorev.

Why?

Well—in the image that Seraphel would paint of the throne room and Court of Dusk, she would tell her sisters that it had some of the highest ceilings she’d ever seen. The Eternal Throne itself didn’t count, but these had two hundred feet high ceilings and multiple floors that people could climb to look out onto the throne.

It sat far, far at the back of the rooms, and two staircases led to what Seraphel understood was the royal section of the palace, barred for most. Tall, silent bodyguards stood there, each one wearing a mask and Liletrec’s style of dress.

Although in their case, they were armed with long, curious spears. More like a single piece of metal, tipped at one end, rather than the blade of a spear.

Spear-swords? Seraphel was no weapons expert, but Neranthei and Dalimont had clearly never seen such weapons before.

“Those must be the royal bodyguards. Ser Dalimont—have you ever heard of their prowess?”

“I have never seen them fight. Nor do they leave the throne room, by all accounts.”

“H-h-h-h-how are you not screaming?”

At this point, poor Mariel nearly screamed out loud. She was frozen in horror, and indeed, a number of new guests to the throne room…Seraphel…and even many of the nobility were not exactly admiring the bodyguards. Or the food. Or even the man who sat laughing on his throne, his red hair catching the candlelight.

Most of the people here were…staring up. At the spiders.

It was not a motif to look good. It was not a passing interest of the [King].

King Allorev, the King of Hosts, was a somewhat famous name in Seraphel’s history books because he was a [Prince] of Kaaz, that famous kingdom of haughty duelists and adventurers, one of the Sleeping Three to the north, the most powerful kingdoms in Terandria.

He had been, in his time, the [Prince] who flirted and won the hearts of countless women until he married into Noelictus. They called him his nickname because he was charming, beloved—and had once been able to steal hearts like the current Lord of the Dance and other eligible men.

King of Hosts. King of parties. King of love, if you wanted to reduce his reputation to the simplest terms. But that heartstealer had come to Noelictus and had learned to steal a different kind of heart.

“Itreimedes, you rogue! Come here and stop stealing my favorite cakes! Bring your court—you bored man! Welcome to Menorome once more! My kingdom is open to Avel’s greatest bowman!”

“That’s Archer King to you, Allorev!”

Itreimedes spun, and Seraphel heard a laugh from the figure on the throne. Allorev stood, and his skin was duskier than most Terandrian’s. Yet he had the red hair that was proof of royal bloodlines, and when his gaze roamed the court—

Oh yes, she could see why he had been called the Prince of Hosts. Now there was a handsome man. But her admiration of his physical appearance lasted about half a second. Because Allorev glanced at her.

“And Your Highness of Calanfer! Welcome. I hope Keeper Liletrec has not dismayed you? Gracious Calanfer is often at odds with Noelictus. We are a pit of sniping, snide, and petty folk. Dawn comes into our poor shadowed halls and reminds us of gentility.”

He was self-deprecating, eloquent, and made Seraphel blush and bow. She didn’t try to call back, and he simply lifted a hand. He was actually performing the role of a [Royal Caller]!

“We shall speak soon. Itreimedes, don’t mind my little friends. You would think you were used to them, so often do you visit. They’re simply agitated because of Calanfer’s golden sun. Toxivichere, what are you chittering for?”

Then he turned—and the hanging spider—about, oh, fourteen feet long—stopped rubbing its legs together. Seraphel had not stopped staring at it. She had frozen the moment she stepped foot into Allorev’s throne room, looked up, and seen—

The spiders. They were all over the ceiling. Whatever had been there was now nests.

Cocoons of spiders. Webs of them. They hung—some many feet long, but none so large as ‘Toxivichere’, the queen of all horrors next to Allorev.

“Dalimont. What is…”

“That would be a Dreamcatcher Spider, Your Highness. So named because they have the most incredible webs of any spider species. They create webs that were said to have snared Dragons in olden days. Unlike Shield Spiders, who grow without end, or the Spear Spiders of Baleros, these are trap-setters. Largely peaceful.”

“Largely.”

It was purple. She could see the fur moving on it, and the eyes of the Dreamcatcher Spider were a bright green. Oh, and it had fuzzy fangs as it slowly crawled up the huge strand of web it was hanging next to Allorev on.

Small wonder the King of Bows was taking his time approaching the throne. He was clearly hoping the agitated spider, making a chittering sound by rubbing its legs together, would retreat. But Allorev soothed his pet and compounded all of this into one moment that made it click with Seraphel.

“Toxivichere. Hush. Be a good, sweet thing.”

The spider turned to him—and he kissed it on its mandibles. It gently enfolded him with some of its legs—Mariel fainted backwards—and Allorev blew a kiss.

The spiders rustled, charmed by the King of Hosts. Seraphel felt like her eyes were about to pop out of their sockets, and Dalimont spoke very, very quietly.

“I had…heard…that there were rumors about the King of Host’s infidelity. His relationship with Queen Nicterise is sometimes strained. But the exact…object…of his affections I didn’t give credence to.”

“He—th—”

“The [Princess] Kadane may be a shock to you, Princess. For the love of Calanfer, say nothing.”

What did that mean? There was no w—King Allorev’s spiders were everywhere.

They didn’t hang lower than the third floor, but if you looked up, you could see them. And apparently, the staff knew how to feed them by hanging food on the webs that rose upwards so the spiders could devour the morsels. The court?

No wonder there was a Landsreight for business. The nobles who were present looked either used to this or as if they were dying to pay their respects and leave. Now. Let’s go. You go pay respects to him, I need a bath. Don’t eat anything, actually. I’ll burn my clothes after I—is there something on my neck?

Anyone with arachnophobia would have a bad, bad—no, they were probably like Mariel. She woke up, began to have hysterics, and Dame Neranthei had to take her away.

Fortunately, it seemed like the court, staff, and Allorev were used to that kind of reaction. Thistel stayed with Seraphel, amazingly. She focused on Allorev and whispered.

“He does look magnificent, though, Your Highness.”

Seraphel was amazed her [Handmaiden] had time for fashion…then she eyed Allorev’s clothing and groaned.

“…That’s not silk.”

He was wearing spiderwebs. In fact, as he descended his throne to embrace Itreimedes, Seraphel got a good look at the thrones. And she realized they were made of bone.

White bone, the same black stone. The headrest was carved to look like a skull.

Dead. Gods. Imagine sitting in that! And Allorev had dyed spiderwebs, which were reminiscent of silk. He looked like he was bleeding, and the effect made him almost appear like a [King] in regal red robes.

Then a corpse dyed crimson in blood. Then—a robed, graceful swan, dyed in red, as he swung around one of the female advisors he clearly knew and kissed the elderly woman’s hand as he swept her a bow.

Charming. Disturbing. And so fashionable he made Seraphel feel overdressed and underprepared.

That was King Allorev. But the nuance was lost on most people. They tended to get stuck, understandably, on the spiders.

——

The spiders.

You didn’t get used to the spiders. You thought you might until you looked up and realized there were fifteen overhead, fat as melons, staring down at you.

And then you wondered if one landed in your drink. Or was in the food. Was that a crawling in your throat? Could spiders lay eggs in your ears or hatch in your stomach? You’d heard stories that they could do that. Spiders, spiders, spiders, spiderspiderspidersspiders—

Two more Thronebearers followed Neranthei. They were brave, trained to Calanferian etiquette, and the best bodyguards among [Knights] you could wish for.

They couldn’t deal with the spiders. Seraphel herself had to use all her willpower not to keep feeling at her hair or dress. Dalimont’s hand was white on his sword hilt as he bowed to King Allorev.

“Your Highness Seraphel. I salute you on your entry to the Court of Dusk. Not all can hold a polite veneer so well. Even King Reclis avoids this place. Did he warn you? Queen Ielane can dine without blinking, but she was always perfectly unshakeable.”

Allorev in person was charming, amazingly direct, and intelligent. Seraphel bowed, trying not to glance up at the giant spider crawling above him.

“Your Majesty, I am honored by your kind words and invitation. My father did not mention the, ah, close friends you harbored directly.”

“Too busy on matters of state, eh?”

Seraphel tried not to smile at that. Allorev watched as several royal letters were turned over from Dalimont to one of his people.

“I shall, of course, thank Their Majesties of Calanfer. The Eternal Throne’s forbearance is marked and seen. Our failings in Afiele—you fare well for someone who has seen undead hordes for the first time. I apologize again. My forces took to the roads as soon as they heard the danger, and the Hunter’s Guild mobilized, but slowly. They took a week to arrive; they were evacuating entire towns in the wake of what we thought to be a true horde. And a week was too late already for Lord Lantal and Lady Risel Afiele.”

His eyes were sympathetic as he spoke to Seraphel, and at this, the court did listen in. The low voices in the center of the throne room were magnified by a trick of the acoustics, so you could hear them from the sides if no one else was speaking. Seraphel swallowed hard.

“I beg leave to tell you, Your Majesty, that Lord Lantal fought courageously to let my escort and I escape. No, he fought for his entire people to escape against such odds it was a miracle anyone survived. A rogue [Necromancer]—”

She almost said ‘hired by Ailendamus’, but Dalimont’s warning nudge made her stop. Allorev nodded, and the court murmured on the edges. Agitated.

“Despicable evil. As if the Hunter’s Guild was not worked hard enough. This tragedy—I cannot see how it was easily avoided, but my sympathies are endless for you and Calanfer’s heroism. And indeed that of Afiele and the folk there who repelled the undead. Stranger tidings I’ve heard of Afiele—but that is perhaps not a tale for now. I welcome you, Your Highness, and only wish Lord Fallien were here that he might greet his bride to be, properly.”

His words were a complex series of tells. Allorev was clearly a perfect courtier, as a man with his reputation surely had been, but what he showed and leaked and what Seraphel picked up were two different things.

He was clearly warning her not to talk about Afiele, but she thought he slipped with a grimace when he mentioned her husband-to-be. As for the Hunter’s Guild…Seraphel heard a murmur of discontent from more than one voice.

Yet the [King]’s pronouncement was also, clearly, in tandem with the latest news from Ovela. Because Allorev’s grimace became obvious for all to see.

“First Afiele, then Ovela. It appears the Landsreight must convene urgently. The Crown supports aid to both brave Afiele and to repel the Ailendamus incursions. Not war. Forgive me, [Princess] Seraphel, but your input would be welcome once the Landsreight is convened. If you would stay an hour upon our hospitality, I would be indebted to thee.”

He bowed his head, and Seraphel assured him she would stay. Then Allorev smiled.

“Wonderful. You are as poised as I had heard, Seraphel. And I hope you will learn the ways of the Court of Dusk, whether it be a day or week—after all, it seems to me you might take well to it. Possibly.”

“Your Majesty is too kind. And may I extend my warmest greetings to Her Majesty? Will I see her tonight or at a banquet?”

Allorev’s eyes shifted, and he sighed gustily.

“She is in no fit temperament. A poor season has Cathiel. I apologize for her, but Seratoito may appear. As for Kadane, she is doubtless around. But little Gedal? Where is he? Let him meet Her Highness.”

The boy, Prince Gedal, was four, and when a servant fetched him, he was holding a giant spider plushie…which promptly scuttled towards Allorev and carried the giggling boy over to His Majesty. Allorev hauled him onto his lap, and the boy was fascinated by Seraphel.

“She’s pretty!”

“Yes, she is! But don’t flirt. She’s to be married. Still, my son says what’s plain to see!”

Seraphel blushed and thanked Gedal for the compliment. Then wondered what kind of a boy grew up with a pet spider.

She was so dizzy she had to take a break by the buffet, but one look at a chicken egg and she wondered if it was filled with spiders…and promptly lost her appetite for good.

“Your Highness, have a drink of something clear. Purified water or perhaps a clear juice. One finds that’s the best remedy for the diet in the Court of Dusk. If I may be so bold, Princess. Duke Fiskren. An honor to meet you.”

A bluff man with a chestnut beard offered her a cup, and she took it with a shaking hand in relief. She looked up and found she was taller than he.

Duke Fiskren was short, stout, and looked like he could have been a [Woodcutter]. He had a broad axe of a nose, a jutting chin, and a walrus mustache that made him look much like a Dwarf.

But he was Human and friendly. His drink let Seraphel collect herself, and she bowed her head ever-so-slightly.

“Thank you, Your Grace. You have the advantage of me.”

“A small thing. Few are so composed. I well recall even His Majesty of Calanfer’s first moment in Noelictus was similar to this. Not that it has always been filled with King Allorev’s companions. In the past…it was far more shadowy.”

He confided, and Seraphel looked around the room in frank shock.

“Beg pardon, Duke Fiskren? With respect to Noelictus’ fine fashion—”

He chuckled as a few more people drifted over to speak to her.

“I have travelled abroad, and I think even Menorome is startled by the palace’s own colors, Your Highness. No—I truly meant shadowy. There was a time when the only light came from the ceiling, and moonlight amidst pure darkness meant you or I would miss filling our cups half the time. I cannot say the current ceiling puts me more at ease, but King Allorev has certainly brought his style here. A charming [King], isn’t he?”

“Oh, quite, absolutely. I am only sad I didn’t meet the Queen.”

Another voice, overly loud, broke in aggressively.

“Yes, well, a Kaazian [Prince] plays well at Noelictus royalty. But he sometimes speaks overly so for our beloved Queen Nicterise. Your Highness—I am Marquis Seelthru. An honor to meet you. I hope you will talk some sense into the Landsreight regarding all these indulgences of the Hunter’s Guild in light of these recent tragedies.”

Another man offered a hand, and she met Marquis Seelthru. Duke Fiskren didn’t look like he cared for the overly pale younger man in his thirties, and Seelthru had that energy of a young man. He was somewhat stooped with poorer posture, but he was over six and a half feet tall.

“Marquis Seelthru of Havens?”

He was pleased by her response and swept his flaxen hair back self-importantly.

“That’s correct. I’m pleased Calanferian royalty are as knowledgeable as they’re said to be. And perceptive and charming! King Allorev certainly seemed to take your warning of Afiele seriously. Perhaps the Landsreight will find the spine to oppose him.”

“Marquis, you are involving Her Highness…we do not see eye-to-eye often, but you have my agreement in this at least.”

Duke Fiskren fumbled. He looked with more respect to King Allorev bouncing his son on his knee on the throne, but Marquis Seelthru was far less covert in his sneer.

“We’ve been bled dry for those Hunter Cards, and for what? Ovela, an Earl’s domain, needs funding and soldiers. We should stop giving so much to the crown, and I hope you will vote with me.”

“Possibly. Your Highness, apologies. It’s all matters of the realm today. Though I suppose with your impending nuptials to Ovela it’s fitting to speak candidly.”

“Of course. I am concerned about Afiele—and Ovela! They have hardly survived the undead incursions, and any aid to the nobility would please me and Calanfer greatly.”

That made the two men nod and smile for different reasons, as it turned out. Marquis Seelthru raised his voice.

“The Landsreight should take back the gold that the crown spends so lavishly on the Hunter’s Guild.”

Fiskren countered almost instantly.

“And let each noble house divest it? I would much rather fund local Hunter’s Guilds and perhaps the army. Either way, Ovela cries for aid, and these Hunter’s Cards…”

Both men looked sour. Seraphel hesitated on a gentle reply.

“Not popular amongst the nobility?”

They were exceptionally rude within the earshot of the throne, and in Calanfer, they might have been taken as treasonous remarks for nobility of their position. But Seelthru glanced at Seraphel and chuckled.

“Ah, Calanferian tact. You need not be so couched in your language. Not here in the Court of Dusk. We prize honest emotions. Even His Majesty. But I must rally my support. Duke Fiskren—I expect cooperation.”

“We shall see.”

The other man eyed Seelthru with considerable distaste, then bowed to Seraphel.

“Your Highness, that was entirely rude of me. I apologize to your Calanferian sensibilities, but it is fitting in the courts. A second word of advice, if I may? Expressing your discontent for the spiders, if nothing else, will win you points, despite everything you may believe.”

With that he stepped away, and Seraphel was once again reminded her training was of little use in Menorome’s Court of Dusk. She did her best, but the next [Lady] looked her up and down as she stepped over.

“Your Highness, I am Lady Rizetine of Sovetn. I just wished to say I am pleased to meet you colorful Calanferians. I had always wished to visit the Eternal Throne.”

“Oh, I am delighted to meet you—”

“But I object to you marrying Lord Fallien. I am a fond supporter of Lady Piral, and Calanfer putting their fingers to decide which is fit to be Earl of Ovela is disgusting! Shame on you, and, I might add, striding in here and lecturing His Majesty on where to send troops is the height of arrogance! Fiskren and Seelthru are well-intentioned at best, but they have no position censoring King Allorev. Queen Nicterise is the true daughter of Noelictus, and unless she says otherwise, our position is to support the monarchy!”

She gave Seraphel a fierce look, and the [Princess] was taken aback.

“I’m sorry, I was only relaying—”

“Oh, you’re sorry? Typical Calanferian backtalk. Now you listen to me—if you were really here to support your husband, you’d be at Ovela. But you’re not. So do us a favor and drop your sweet little act. I’ve heard the Cursed Princess was shuffled off here, and I’m only disappointed Lord Fallien took the bait. Honestly!”

Either she was drunk—or it was normal for a [Lady] to upbraid a [Princess] within earshot. Dismayed, Seraphel retreated, trying to get a word in edgewise.

Dalimont was no help. A [Knight] accosting a [Lady] was a bad look, and Seraphel began to get—angry as the woman pushed forwards, still bringing up that nickname.

But she saw Dalimont, Thistel, and the rest of her entourage giving her a worried, pleading look, and mindful of her duties, Seraphel bit her lip. It would be so easy if her parents had given her instructions not to let her tongue wag free! Because right now she just wanted to go off on this annoying [Lady].

Not if it endangered Afiele. But to Seraphel’s dismay, Lady Rizetine didn’t stop. She advanced, using her finger like a sword and practically pushed Seraphel towards some couches on one end of the throne room.

How anyone could relax, even on a settee, with the spiders overhead was a mystery. But Seraphel bumped against the couch, and someone sat up as Lady Rizetine continued her diatribe.

“And furthermore, where is this Calanferian generosity? A few [Knights] and no arms in and of itself? The Landsreight would be better served by questioning our ‘alliance’ with Calanfer if all we get is a single [Princess] who’s been remarried!”

Seraphel actually felt that one like a slap. Her head jerked, and her eyes stung—and she wondered if the [Lady] had a conversation Skill. It felt like one. She held herself back, thinking only of Culin and Sasi.

But the listener on the couch glanced at Seraphel’s glittering eyes, then interrupted the two. She lifted a hand, and Rizetine hesitated.

“Oh—Your Highness—”

Seraphel turned and saw Princess Kadane lift her head up—twitch two languid fingers, and then wipe drool from her mouth.

And the two mandibles jutting out of her cheeks. Seraphel’s mouth opened, and the [Princess], who had a spider’s mandibles and oddly segmented hair and even the faintest fur on her olive skin, raised one finger.

“Rizetine, you blowhard. Is this how you treat a [Princess]? Get thee gone, bitch, and don’t show your face in front of me. Or I’ll bite you.”

Then she snatched Seraphel’s cup and tossed the drink all over Rizetine. The [Lady] exploded.

“Kadane!”

The [Princess] leapt from her sofa languidly, and Seraphel marveled at how she had planned her move. Rizetine was dripping with orange juice, and the [Princess] followed it up by flipping the woman’s plate of food up, and half of it got down Rizetine’s dress.

That was the nastiest move Seraphel had ever seen—and she had been at banquets with all her sisters going to war!

“Where’s your respect for royalty?”

“Your Majesty! Your daughter—”

Rizetine strode away, and Kadane actually spat after her. Then she flopped down on her couch and raised her voice.

“Servants, another cup of wine for me! And you, [Princess]—you had better learn to talk back or you’ll be walked over by any little [Lady] with a plot of land larger than a garden. Not that Rizetine’s more than a jumped up Creler masquerading as a person, you see.”

Her voice was loud, carrying, and only made the laughter at Rizetine’s expense grow louder. Seraphel was still stuck on the…spider parts. Kadane noticed.

“Oh, and here we go. Are you horrified of me? Say so, please. I’ve had enough of horrified politeness when I was…three? This wine stains beautifully, and I have perfect aim.”

She had a loaded winecup in hand as a spider-servant brought it over, and Seraphel hesitated. Everything in her training told her to smile and lie—but everything she had observed was telling her something else.

Maybe there was a reason she hadn’t gotten a warning about her ‘usual’ methodology from Calanfer’s majesties? Her mother often upbraided her for being snappish.

Unless in Noelictus…Seraphel took a gamble and hoped Ser Dalimont had learned how to deflect wine if she was wrong.

“The mandibles? I’ve seen far worse, Your Highness. You should see my sisters before makeup. And honestly, you’re the first person who’s defended me. So I would smile at a Creler before Lady Rizetine.”

Princess Kadane raised her brows, and she nearly snorted wine out of her nose. Then she smiled with her mandibles even as she gulped.

“Ah, now there’s the legendary Seraphel I heard of. It was worth dragging myself out of bed for this.”

So they did know of her! Seraphel looked around and realized more people were drifting over.

“Wait, is the custom in Noelictus to be direct and pithy? I thought that was only Kaazian.”

Now she remembered the Keeper’s words, and Kadane laughed.

“How else? Do you think we’re polite in this gloomy shithole of shadows? If you’re in a bad mood, say it and be free. Some men like Fiskren can’t ever be truly unpleasant—but I heard you’d be fine company. Still, you were weak as a mouse until I stepped in. Cursed Princess?”

She smiled mockingly. This time, Seraphel just stared at Kadane.

“Yes, well, whoever said that of me in Calanfer clearly never met you, Princess Kadane. If you went abroad, I’d need a new nickname. With respect.”

The woman’s eyes widened—and then she threw back her head and laughed hugely.

“I like you! Do another, and I’ll show you around so you can see who to make miserable.”

She stood up lazily, and Seraphel blinked.

Wait a second. Am I actually in my element?

This…it felt like she had trained all her life for this. Thistel was staring at Dalimont, who was realizing there might have been another reason Seraphel was sent to Noelictus.

——

Two things shocked Seraphel. The first was that Princess Kadane liked her, and the second was that Kadane was a typical [Princess].

Typical in a pejorative sense, really. Kadane had been sleeping on the couch the entire time her father was greeting guests and holding court. She was no Sleeping Queen of Desonis, but she was fairly lazy.

And currently drinking wine for breakfast. She spoke to Seraphel out of the corner of her mouth.

“I don’t normally stay in court, but I wanted to meet you, and Father insisted we show our faces. Don’t look askance if I disappear. I’m either in the city, or I can’t be bothered to do anything. But promise me you’ll show me some Calanferian fashion? I hear it’s lace? To hang yourself with if you get bored of smalltalk?”

Seraphel whispered back as Kadane showed her around to her friends, mostly her age.

“It’s all string. It flies well in a lot of courts, but between you and me, the knots are worth pretending ignorance over.”

“Dreadful. Do you have anything else that’s new?”

Kadane’s voice was wistful, and instantly, Thistel and Dame Neranthei bowed.

“We do have a few samples, Your Highness. Perfumes from Pallass—a host of trinkets from Wistram’s [Mages], and the Titan’s board-game of chess is still popular across Izril.”

Kadane scoffed.

“Oh, that. We’re not behind in that. I just meant coastal goods. No one goes to Avel because it’s all cliffs. And Pheislant isn’t fond of sending as much our way. I hate chess. But let’s see the perfumes.”

Dame Neranthei produced a bottle that smelled like a violet haze of summer petals when just uncorked. Kadane recoiled slightly, then laughed.

“What a fierce scent! A drop of that would fill rooms! Who made it?”

“Pallass’ top [Alchemist], Saliss of Lights.”

“Oh, the famous Drake? I thought he only made explosive things.”

Dame Neranthei leaned over conspiratorially, and Princess Kadane hid her mandibles behind a fan. She also had, Seraphel was certain, two rings of illusions on her fingers. Doubtless, those helped, but Kadane was comfortable enough to show her odd…

How would you even hide it? Did it interfere with eating? It didn’t look like it.

“—a bet. Which he won against Alchemist Xif and produced this fragrance that had enough acclaim to be bought out by all the judges. Of course, Saliss of Lights insisted on putting one trapped vial in each shipment he sent. It would apparently explode, and it was filled with the odor of the sewers if you uncorked it…very hard to get rid of. Princess Menowhe of Pheislant was very upset.”

Kadane laughed so hard she nearly fell over.

“Serves her right! Wonderful, I didn’t know why she didn’t attend her own birthday! Delightful. I like those petty Drakes. And what’s this?”

“It’s a new board game, Your Highness.”

“Not chess?”

“No. ‘Go’, a game the Titan has personally endorsed.”

“I heard of that. Any of you have the rules and board? Of course you do. Give me one, would you? It will at least be fun to brag about. Seraphel, your [Knights] are far better than my dreary escort. Keeper Liletrec and my Shade Servants are not half as accommodating.”

“The Royal Keeper was…direct.”

Seraphel had to admit. Kadane snorted.

“Direct? She’s a harridan. She’ll insult you, tell you off for making a mess—she reports to my mother, and she can give even Father a hard time.”

That explained a lot. Queen Cathiel Nicterise was the technical ruler of Noelictus by right of blood. Even if King Nicte Allorev had married in, the exigencies of a nation meant it would normally be his wife who ruled as the primary power, and he was technically simply the consort.

In practice…it seemed like Allorev had control of the court. And once more, Seraphel would have loved to know the exact whys and wherefores of all this!

Still, she had made a good impression on Kadane. She really was…a typical princess.

That meant she did not have Seraphel’s training or duties. Oh, she was royalty and had come here because she was supposed to—but the contrast between Seraphel, who had perfect eating form, could talk Calanferian diplomacy, and make promises on behalf of the crown, and Kadane, who threw wine on people she didn’t like, was telling.

She clearly enjoyed her position, but not the duties that came with it. Seraphel envied her that freedom, especially because Kadane was actually forty and unmarried.

“Who would want to marry me? Besides, I don’t care for it, and Father and Mother don’t press it. Seratoito’s married Agshiga, and she’ll be a good [Queen]. Though he’s a snake. He’ll meet you soon. The nation probably hopes that Gedal will get to be [King]. I’ll let him do it so long as he doesn’t kick me out of the palace.”

Absolutely shocking statements. Kadane’s remarks even got Duke Fiskren, talking with the other nobility, to turn and look askance. Seraphel couldn’t help but like Kadane…and understand exactly why the royal court might not be happy with her.

“What about Afiele, Your Highness?”

“Oh, terrible. The Hunter’s Guild normally takes down undead, but I suppose they had to wait for the army. Ovela? Troublemakers at war. Can’t they just defend? Now they’re asking for our help—Father will do his diplomacy thing. Don’t ask me for support. Half the Landsreight would vote against me just on principle, and Seratoito’s on the other side.”

Kadane was not going to be an asset there, but having her friendship was good on another level. She did pull Dame Neranthei aside with an eager group of young folk for more gossip and questions.

“Do you know about the ‘gelato’ everyone’s talking about, Dame Neranthei? No? Damn. It’s delicious. Frozen cream topped with blackberries…if even Calanfer can’t get it, that’s too bad. Some [Chef] refuses to say how he invented it.”

Calanfer had access to all kinds of gossip, trinkets, and treats. The fact that her mother hadn’t gotten the recipe for the frozen custard dish that was taking Terandrian courts by storm was a sore point, Seraphel knew.

She was about to see if she could spot the first [Prince] when Dalimont stepped over.

“Your Highness, your father. I have selected a secured room for you.”

He had a room ready and had doubtless warded it for privacy’s sake. Seraphel knew Thronebearers were second to none in the arts of covertness, so she took the glowing opal he handed her, set in a silver brooch, and stepped into a private room.

There, she talked to her father.

[Communication] spells were far more difficult to cast and expensive to maintain than the simple [Messages]—and even those had to be run through the Academy of Mages and were out of the means of commonfolk.

However, royalty had access to both, and of course, Dalimont had a brooch that could reach back to Calanfer. It probably had to go through multiple relays, so it wasn’t as if Seraphel could simply talk to her parents in Afiele where the Mage’s Guild only let her send [Messages].

But in Menorome, her parents could talk to her if the need was great enough. So King Reclis spoke to his daughter for the first time since the siege.

About matters of court.

“Seraphel! It is good to hear you’re well. Dalimont just updated me on the situation in the Court of Dusk. Well done. I knew you’d figure out the rules, and it sounds like you’ve made a wonderful impression.”

“Father?”

Seraphel’s throat constricted for a second. It was rare he ever contacted her abroad. But King Reclis was still speaking.

“I hope you weren’t taken aback by the spiders. You’ve enjoyed Menorome with the allowance we sent.”

“Father! You didn’t mention anything about the Court of Dusk! Much less that they appreciate direct speaking! I nearly got chewed out before I caught on!”

He chuckled softly.

“They also appreciate genuineness, Seraphel. I had faith you’d figure out the game, and it’s far more impressive for a [Princess] to show she has fangs than to go in knowing everything. Poise, Seraphel. We aren’t known as Calanferian diplomats because we’re always prepared. You were pressed—you figured out what to do, and took down a member of the Court of Dusk on their turf. That’s an impression. And it seems like Nicte and Kadane both were impressed.”

Seraphel massaged her forehead slowly, trying not to snap. Now it made sense. Her father would never let her make a quiet splash when he could get results.

“Actually, Ielane suggested all of it. She knows you better than I. Now, to business. Ovela is being pushed hard by Baron Digneral du Ecte. I’m not quite certain that Nicte or the Landsreight understand just how bad it is.”

Seraphel’s stomach flopped. She motioned, and Dalimont produced a sheet.

“I already have the details to present. It is…eight battalions of Ailendamus armor, Your Majesty. Over his standing forces, and Ovela just finished a rather bloody engagement where they pushed his forces back. They have their famous Hammer of Ovela, and the keep is unlikely to be taken, but Digneral is storming forwards and essentially razing everything he can reach besides the keep. If he continues, he might literally encircle it.”

Eight battalions? That sounded quite bad. Seraphel swallowed, and she knew that if Ovela was under siege, the counties bordering the main province would be next.

That meant Afiele. Hadn’t Culin and Sasi been supposed to present themselves to…? No, no. Duchess Grishen was there, and Seraphel focused hard on the present.

“I will rally as much support as I can, Father.”

He sounded surprised and gratified.

“Good! I was afraid I’d have to get your mother to twist your arm. Mayhaps I’m thinking of Aielef. We still haven’t found Lyonette, you know. I’m afraid the girl really is in Izril…ah, well, we can’t be loud. Not a word on that. Now, be very certain to seek out the following men and women, Seraphel. First is Duke Fiskren…”

“I’ve met him. I think he’s all for support.”

“Good. He’s part of the anti-indulgences faction, though. Not the pro-noble ground of Marquis Seelthru, and be very careful to tie yourself to Fiskren. We need to push Allorev here, a bit. He doesn’t want to give the nobility more power, and that’s fair, but he does like to spend on his Hunter’s Guild. I love my Thronebearers too, but he spends a fortune on them! He won’t like you taking sides against him, but he knows the game. I’m prepared to send a purse in support of the crown. I suggest you hold onto that until they turn on you and ask what Calanfer is doing…”

——

King Reclis gave Seraphel instructions for fifteen minutes, then sent her back out to work. Kadane rolled her eyes when she saw Seraphel approaching the Landsreight.

They were able to vote and convene in a separate part of the palace, a grand and fanciful place where each member could enter a room that literally had a map of Noelictus carved into the floor.

But for two spots, Noelictus had kept every single piece of land for ages, and it had ancient ties. Each noble, then, had a vote corresponding to their province’s size and, often, whether or not they were tenders of a tomb.

It was all very Noelictan, and Seraphel didn’t have to count votes. She just spoke to the people present, dropping facts about the size of the invading forces, Calanferian aid—contingent on Noelictus rallying around Ovela—and Afiele’s own recent attacks.

“Eight battalions? That’s no skirmish. That’s an invasion.”

Duke Fiskren nearly crushed his cup when he heard that. But a worried [Countess] murmured as he raised his voice.

“Do you want to declare all-out war with Ailendamus? They have legions of [Knights]. Ovela’s held them off before. If anything, I blame the Twins for attacking Ailendamus!”

“They claim several miles of land past one of the rivers are ours. Which may be so. Either way, they have the Hammer of Ovela and the Ovelian Keep—but how are we to muster a force large enough to quell eight battalions? Do we invoke the army?”

“The simplest way would be to send [Hunters]. They’re our [Knights], but they refuse to enter the warfront at all. Better than the spending on their precious indulgences and cards.”

That came from Marquis Seelthru, who sneered into the conversation. Fiskren bristled, but he gave a grudging nod.

The Landsreight was interesting. Seraphel was used to trustworthy and incompetent [Lords], ambitious socialites and self-interested hangers-on, and every variation between.

What was interesting about Noelictus was that it was oddly united. Normally, in Calanfer, any faction of the nobility struggled to codify their varied interests, and the King of Diplomacy had them both inclined to support his goals and too weak to make trouble.

Allorev was a charming man. But less of a statesman, it seemed.

Or perhaps the issues were so large even his charm couldn’t win the full support of his nobility.

“Just what are these indulgences, Duke Fiskren? I’ve heard of them and seen the Hunter’s Cards, but the Landsreight seems agitated about them.”

Seraphel could play on her ignorance, and the Duke was only too happy to explain, albeit with a grimace.

“It must seem odd to you, but the [Hunters] of Noelictus are no [Knights], Your Majesty. They kill undead, often solo, and it is a dire, thankless job. I don’t recall when the practice started—generations back—but the crown decreed they should be allowed ‘indulgences’ for their hard work. Funds to rest, relax, indulge in Menorome’s comforts. Is that unheard of, Ser Knight?”

He turned to Dalimont, and the man bowed.

“Not at all, Duke Fiskren. Thronebearers do enjoy the benefits of serving the crown. In moderation.”

It was a smart comment. Several of Fiskren’s faction muttered darkly. Fiskren sipped from his cup, eying King Nicte Allorev, who was still yet on the throne, talking to his son but watching the Landsreight moving into their parliament. He did have his supporters, but they were largely engrossed in arguments. Nor did it seem like Fiskren hated King Nicte. He just…sighed.

“Moderation. That is the word. The Hunter’s Cards are the step too far for many. They are cards you can give to any shopkeeper or most [Merchants] in Noelictus. Some are only a few gold coins. The ones for the Veteran Hunters…hundreds.”

“And they all get one?”

Fiskren’s nod said it all. Seraphel bit her lip.

What a huge amount of money! Was King Nicte worried the Hunter’s Guild had diverse loyalties or something? That was a great concern for some nations, but Marquis Seelthru broke in.

“The theory is that it invigorates Menorome, and our capital certainly does prosper, but I am sick of paying for our [Hunters]. Only the capital practices the indulgences and card-system. As Duke Fiskren will tell you, his Hunter’s Guild uses neither. I would rather we support the Twins in Ovela.”

“And cut tithes to the crown by a quarter?”

“War demands we distribute our wealth differently, Duke Fiskren.”

The Marquis’ tone was very carefully neutral, but Seraphel’s back prickled. Now there is a dangerous man to have so much support behind.

There were numerous examples of times when the monarchy had been held hostage by its nobility. She was beginning to get a better picture of Menorome’s politics, and it occurred to Seraphel suddenly that paying the Hunter’s Guild so well might have more than one benefit.

Loyalty, for instance, in case the nobility got stroppy.

Still, it was a mess, and it was only compounded when Seraphel saw a man striding through the crowd, parting the Landsreight, who either regarded him with fondness or pure disdain. Duke Fiskren glared—and Marquis Seelthru beamed.

“Ah, and here is the one member of the crown who understands. Your Highness, may I present Prince Seratoito, our voice of reason?”

Seratoito made Seraphel uneasy the moment she met him. To paint a picture of him—he was no Kadane with obvious spider-mandibles. In fact, he had paler skin than hers, a classic Noelictan lack of sunlight.

His hair, as was sometimes the case in Noelictus, was bleached of color, a blond going white, but he was probably only in his mid-thirties, the younger of Kadane by a few years. He was also shorter than his sister, and thus Seraphel, by a good bit.

If that bothered him, well, Duke Fiskren was commanding enough at similar height. Unlike the Duke, Seratoito was far less fit, but he had a bold stride of confidence.

That might have also had to do with the fact that the woman who followed him like a polite shadow was Huntress Agshiga, one of the most high-level [Hunters] in Noelictus. Commander of the Royal Deathhunt—and dangerous.

Dalimont’s slight tensing next to Seraphel told her that. The Huntress bowed politely, as if she were a servant or bodyguard, not a member of the royal family by marriage, when Seratoito met Seraphel.

“Your Highness. I am distressed not to meet a fair flower of Calanfer already! It is an honor to meet you and a pity about Afiele. Alas, I was caught up in a diversion, but it would be my honor to dine with you. Marquis Seelthru! Are we convening the Landsreight again? Tiresome, tiresome. You’d think Father would know better than to drag you all here and keep you voting.”

“Your Highness, you are a breath of fresh air.”

Seraphel smiled, and Seratoito snorted as he and the Marquis jested friendly.

“Not according to Father.”

His wide smile turned into a sneer of frustration—and then he hid it. Seraphel didn’t react, though Fiskren grimaced, and Seelthru pretended not to notice.

Oh, that’s not good. She had been taught by her mother to mask her emotions, but Seratoito was very, very bad at it. Self-taught…and he let slip a rift with his father so fast that Seraphel only needed to listen to him for ten minutes to get a read on him.

It was very obvious that if Kadane was the lazy [Princess]—Seratoito was the ambitious, frustrated [Prince] who cultivated rich friends like the Marquis of Havens. And he was inclined to back his friends since he had no direct route to the throne.

Everything about him was actually textbook in the warning signs that King Reclis would have looked for in his own sons. Rift with the father, expensive tastes—he practically grabbed Dalimont when the [Knight] mentioned he had the latest board games and news.

“That is the stuff of Calanfer right there, Ser Dalimont. I have said it time, time, and time again. If Noelictus had a port city, Menorome would be a universal wonder, not the local jewel. Do you have anything for me if my sister is getting perfume?”

“Your Highness, I could offer you vintages from Izril. Amentus wine?”

Seratoito laughed in delight.

“Poison wine. If it’s made wrong. I love it. Sweet as sugar, and you could be dead if it’s a bad glass. Let’s have a banquet at my estates. Seelthru, you’ll have to come.”

The Marquis was less happy about drinking the famous, sweet, blue wine made of poisonous fruit.

“I, ah, may be busy with the affairs of my lands for now, Your Highness, but I shall attend another of your wonderful parties very soon.”

“Oh, very well. Some men have no taste for the exotic. I, on the other hand, welcome some Calanferian largesse into the courts, Your Highness. If I’m found dead with Amentus wine on my mouth, don’t blame anyone but the [Vinter]!”

He had a dark sense of humor, too. But Huntress Agshiga interjected at this point amidst the uncomfortable laughter.

“Poison won’t claim you, my dear.”

She smiled at Seratoito, then hid the smile as she pulled down her iconic hat, flushing slightly. Seratoito glanced at Agshiga and winked at Seelthru.

“Alas, my own [Hunter] is proof against poison and arms.”

“At least one member of the Hunter’s Guild seems to be putting her time at work serving the crown.”

Seelthru murmured back, and the two men clicked glasses. Seraphel, watching Agshiga standing still without taking any wine, thought she was definitely not being treated like royalty. Then she heard a too-loud whisper from Seratoito in Seelthru’s ear thanks to her Skill.

“That’s why you give them indulgences, Seelthru. Agshiga’s a delightful protector and indulges in lust—which is fun for married life, I’ll admit.”

The two men started laughing so hard that Seraphel had to step back and take a breath. She glanced at Agshiga, and the [Huntress] was faintly red as Duke Fiskren finished his entire goblet and headed off for a second.

Okay, Noelictus had more problems than she thought. It was very clear that Seratoito was both supportive of the nobility, at least when it came to his own supporters, and enjoyed the capital’s lavish spending.

All while their border province was up in flames. Why wouldn’t they…

“—send [Hunters] to the frontlines? Oh, Your Highness. Menorome would be filled with the dead if not for them!”

Seratoito waved the notion off in a second. Seelthru hesitated.

“Surely not if we sent a handful of Veteran Hunters…”

Seratoito wagged a finger.

“[Hunters] are excellent bodyguards and slayers of monsters alone, but they don’t practice rank and formation, Seelthru. Besides, do you know how often they have to put down undead in the sewers or make sure some old fellow passing away in his sleep doesn’t gnaw on his grandchildren? Agshiga does remind me—I’d rather send [Soldiers] than a Veteran Hunter. One kills undead. The other kills people. Let’s not separate function, eh?”

The Marquis and Seraphel had to concede that one, even if Seraphel thought that non-specialists who could kill Draugr would do a fine job against [Soldiers] if used right. The Marquis sourly sucked on his teeth.

“If we have to all levy troops—”

“Well, perhaps we should accompany that with a cut on your taxes, eh? And if you have complaints, I’ll hear you out, Seelthru. My father won’t listen, but I may.”

And here came a backdoor deal right in the open. Seelthru’s eyes brightened at the tax cut, and he and his faction gathered around Seratoito as Fiskren objected. Seraphel looked on with dismay.

What a dysfunctional court. Then King Nicte Allorev appeared and had his say.

——

King Allorev’s presence was charming. Even when the Landsreight disliked what he was going to make them do, he, personally, had a friendship that exceeded even her father’s sway.

“Fiskren, are you going to make another objection? Your daughter, incidentally, deserves congratulations on taking down a Draugr yesterday. Do you worry about her? Seratoito, stop dragging Marquis Seelthru away. I heard about the Havenward Tomb being damaged by [Hunters]. I personally summoned Guildmistress Deilfec to chastise her on that.”

“Ah, my citizens complain, but Your Majesty needn’t…agitate the good Guildmistress on my behalf.”

Marquis Seelthru looked pleased, nonetheless, and Seraphel thought of Afiele’s tomb. One had been damaged? But King Nicte assured the man calmly.

“It’s sealed at least, but these were my personal feelings, which she took in stride. I trust my son is keeping you good company? Huntress Agshiga, you put up with Seratoito well. I should like to see you more often in my halls.”

She smiled, touching her hat as Seratoito glared into his cup.

“When I am not with the [Prince], my hunting duties call, Your Majesty.”

“Spoken like a true [Hunter] of Noelictus!”

King Nicte was approving, and it was hard to gainsay him there. So he was clever—but the Landsreight’s fondness for their famous [Huntress] didn’t mean they would back down easily.

Seraphel listened to the arguments as they went down that hall. More than one noble stood on the border of Ovela, pointing down as if to show them all the ancient map in the floor being threatened by Ailendamus at this very moment.

“Your Majesty, we must cut these Hunter’s Cards and support Ovela! What will we do if it falls?”

“The Twins make their bed ignoring peace. Their father was much more reasonable—and much more often did he stand here and debate his position in the Landsreight’s halls. Wouldn’t it be fair to say that our beloved Twins cause too much trouble trying to decide who should be the Earl once and for all?”

King Nicte returned calmly. Lady Rizetine winced and agreed.

“They are reckless, I admit, but Ovela cannot fall.”

The [King] walked back to rest on his throne, in the center of the room, representing Menorome.

“No indeed. But I do not think the [Baron] of Ailendamus will push beyond Ovelian borders. I would rather not send the army and give Ailendamus reason to declare war. Rather, it would befit me more if concerned members of the Landsreight were to send an appropriate force to check the Baron’s ambitions.”

Instantly, half the court protested, but King Allorev silenced them all before continuing.

“—In recognition of your depleted forces, the royal army might station a garrison where needed to slay monsters and keep the peace. And an appropriate cut be made to the season’s taxes. Since I hear a number of voices demanding some concessions.”

He turned, and his eyes met Seratoito’s, and annoyance flashed between both men. Seraphel just listened, in awe at the casual discourse. The Court of Dusk truly was informal it seemed!

Then again, this was a debate, and the [King] had to convince the Landsreight to vote to accept his will. It was Duke Fiskren who objected, here.

“Your Majesty. What of the [Hunters]? I have heard time and time again from Lord Fallien that keeping Ailendamus at bay demands Noelictus’ blood. [Hunters]…”

“…Are busy keeping the peace in Noelictus. Nor do I think Lord Fallien would mind having more [Soldiers] to order around. Once again, I ask whether he is responsibly using them to guard Ovela’s borders—or whether he should have given troops to Lord Lantal when Afiele needed him most. As I understand it, he was not there even when Duchess Grishen slew the [Necromancer]. The capital’s army was at Afiele when Earl Fallien’s forces had already left. And you’d give him [Hunters], Lord Fiskren? Truly?”

The Duke fell silent as heads turned to Seraphel, and she heard her to-be husband’s name once more with a pang. Allorev lifted a hand.

“I am not minded to give the Twins more forces at all.”

“But what about the armies of Ailendamus—”

His eyes were direct as he met Fiskren’s gaze.

“I propose this. In light of the attacks, Ailendamus should not take Ovela’s keep. The Twins have a powerful army, but this aggressive raid threatens all of Noelictus’ east. Afiele has suffered enough. So to Afiele I say: station forces around Ailendamus. They advance not one step more into surrounding lands, and if they do surround the Ovelian Keep—”

“We fall on them from all sides. It may be sound, Your Majesty.”

Fiskren allowed slowly, and the members of his faction murmured agreement. Seraphel’s heart eased to hear the proposal to defend Afiele at least—but she knew her father might object to this agreement.

A [King] at odds with his nobility, the Hunter’s Guild overfat, a scheming [Prince], a lazy [Princess], and the [Queen] not to be seen.

Oh, what a mess. Seraphel listened, and the Landsreight finished haggling after six hours to do mostly what had been proposed, but when she returned, overweary from her first visit to Noelictus’ courts, Seraphel had to report to her parents before she could sleep.

They were not fully pleased, but then, neither was she.

And the problems of Menorome only seemed to grow after her sleep.

——

Seraphel had made enough of a positive impression that she was given a permanent invitation to the Court of Dusk until the Ovelian conflict was resolved.

She was due to wed Lord Fallien when she arrived there, but given the war—that meant she had at least another week in Menorome.

As it so happened, a lot could happen in between heading to court, entertaining Princess Kadane, greeting King Allorev, and meeting with the nobles and singing with Cara until she fell asleep.

Two major events happened that week. The first was that Princess Seraphel got to speak with the other foreign royalty in Menorome.

King Itreimedes she knew. He didn’t take part in the Landsreight, and indeed, he’d left the courts after greeting King Nicte. He was here on vacation and seemed quite uninterested in the war.

“The war? Oh, we’re friendly with Noelictus. Old ties and all that, but Nicte’s always sparring with his lands…thing. Myself, I’m hunting. Some Marquis invited me, and I haven’t hunted in Noelictus for an age. They crave my attention, even in Noelictus. And you say my own court hates me!”

He turned to his advisors, and one gave Itreimedes a warning look.

“Your Majesty, I’m sure Her Highness doesn’t want to hear about your social life. Nor do I think—”

He fell silent after a second, and Seraphel read between the lines. Nor do I think the nobility just loves you unconditionally. She had a feeling she knew which Marquis was courting the King of Avel. You would want the friendship of the King of Bows if…

No, that was too obvious. But she was thinking of Prince Seratoito, and Avel was their western border. King Itreimedes, at any rate, was oblivious as could be. He yawned.

“Well, I often come to Menorome, Your Highness. For diversions. It seems there are less and less fun ones, or perhaps that’s just growing old.”

“If you refuse to get off a horse or actually do anything, of course you can only sleep or eat. Your fat Majesty.”

Maybe Noelictus had learned their rudeness from Avel! King Itreimedes turned slowly to the senior [Advisor].

“This is insubordination before a [King]. Your Highness, you see what I have to put up with?”

“…The Minister of Defense certainly is strident, Your Majesty.”

King Itreimedes hesitated, and the [Advisor]’s eyes flashed.

“That would be me.”

“Oh, is that why you give me so much backtalk? Fine, minister away. I let them run the affairs of Avel, and they think they can tell me what to do. I only let them do it because I have more important things to do.”

Then he was on his way, and Seraphel was shaking her head at another nation that somehow ran decently well.

Pheislant to the south, Ailendamus to the east, and Avel to the west. Each one a different nation, and Avel was a prosperous, if somewhat closeted kingdom like Noelictus. Behind the scenes, though, Seraphel was getting a sense that all was not perfect in Noelictus. Hadn’t Lord Lantal been so very poor?

Seeing the riches of Menorome, she had to believe that King Nicte’s favoritism of his Hunter’s Guild was not all that wise, even if the man himself was affable. But then again, each nation had flaws, and Calanfer had a runaway [Princess], so a dysfunctional royal family was to be expected.

But any nation might look poor compared to its northern neighbor of Samal, the locked Kingdom of Keys, paradise in Terandria. A nation that was literally called a living utopia where no one died of violence.

Kingdom of Keys. Seraphel had visited the outskirts, but no more than that; foreign diplomats were lucky to get past the border, and Samal was beyond reclusive. It was powerful, and some of its [Knights] were famous for crusading abroad, but like many paradise-nations, the true strength of Samal was its self-sufficiency—and the fact that no army had managed to take it easily.

Samal, Khelt, the Isle of Archmages, and so on—all had incredible defenses. In the Kingdom of Keys’ case, it was literal barriers, magical and metal. They loved keys, if that was not obvious.

Seraphel expected to do nothing with the Kingdom of Keys, but as it so happened, one of their own royal members was in Noelictus.

Princess Telleis was a Gold-rank adventurer. She had not abandoned her royal duties; it was more like she was so free of concerns that she was allowed to become one. She had developed a name for herself as a dashing duelist with her keysword, and she was the second-most eligible bachelorette in Terandria.

She was like a [Battle Princess] out of stories. Whereas Duchess Greina, her close friend, was short and stocky, Telleis was the model of conventional beauty for many [Ladies].

She didn’t even have to put on much makeup. Seraphel couldn’t help but note that when the Duchess and Princess appeared in court the second day she was there.

Duchess Greina was also a force to be reckoned with. Her personal aura felt like a manifestation of herself. She walked around with a permanent sphere of personality such that people would begin moving out of her way even ten feet away.

She could, Seraphel understood, block arrows just by manifesting her will, and the two younger women were terribly intimidating to Seraphel.

“Your Highness. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I journey with Greina’s team, Noble Spirit, and we roam as adventurers in Noelictus these days. We were dreadfully horrified to hear of Afiele and the disaster there. If we hadn’t been in Samal—you are quite poised to come out of it so gracefully.”

“You flatter me, Princess Telleis. And you, Duchess Greina, astound me with that weapon!”

The arbalest-style crossbow that Greina carried was wider than Seraphel from shoulder to shoulder! The woman grinned as she unslung it. Then hesitated.

The bodyguards wearing masks stirred on the other end of the throne room. Greina hurriedly put the crossbow back on her back.

“Ah, I forget myself. I have dispensation to walk with it in the throne room, and His Majesty graces me too much with it.”

Letting Duchess Greina carry a crossbow really was a sign that she was favored by the throne. Then again, Duke Fiskren was a loyal citizen.

But even the Thronebearers only kept their blades because they were her bodyguards. Few others were allowed weapons, and Seraphel mentioned that. Greina laughed, embarrassed.

“It’s not just because I’m a trusted adventurer. I made the mistake of bringing the crossbow in the day I got it, and His Majesty’s guards nearly stabbed me. But Queen Nicterise was so taken she asked me to let her fire it. Then she gave me royal dispensation, nay, an order to carry it in her halls. So long as I can fire it. I think she’s forgotten, but for Her Majesty—”

What an odd woman. And still, Seraphel hadn’t heard a peep from Queen Cathiel Nicterise at all.

It was like everyone knew about her, including Reclis and Ielane, and yet if it was a secret—it was not one Seraphel was expected to figure out. Reclis had simply described Cathiel as ‘better left alone’ and told Seraphel to focus on Allorev. Greina sighed.

“Having a bad season, I understand.”

Telleis seemed as puzzled as Seraphel, but she smiled, bowed, and watched as Itreimedes left the courts.

“His Majesty of Avel is here for holiday, I understand. We are more resting, but this is the second time I’ve been in Menorome for an extended period since I was a girl. We normally fight undead, you see, Your Highness.”

That sounds dreadful. Seraphel smiled.

“Astonishingly brave, Princess. While you are here, are you going to avail yourself of the city?”

“I don’t fancy sleeping, and frankly, Samal imports a number of fine cultures around the world.”

The [Princess] gave Seraphel a polite smile, which Seraphel couldn’t help but interpret as, ‘we have everything you do and more, even for Calanfer’.

She tried not to bristle, and Greina sighed.

“Telleis, you’re being superior.”

The [Princess of Keys] instantly colored and grew flustered.

“No, I’m not! Am I? I do apologize, Princess Seraphel. I just meant—Greina, you suggest something.”

“I’m trying. The problem is Samal does have everything and anything. That’s paradise for you. They even had our Sleeping Parlors…the Nighttrain is just fun for riding once…”

“May I suggest the Synphasia Theatre, perhaps? I was quite taken by it when I visited.”

Seraphel couldn’t help but slide the suggestion in, and Princess Telleis looked interested. Greina was reluctant. She addressed Seraphel with frankness that the 4th Princess found refreshing.

“I am glad, Your Highness. But frankly, the venue has somewhat declined. The current half-Elf is a touchy master, and I have yet to listen to a masterpiece. I’d rather not gamble on a wasted hour, if that makes sense.”

“I completely understand. We were fortunate that he performed—but there is another act, a performer called, ah, Cara? A [Singer], you know. Duchess of the Dance—she’s quite taking even if the main act does not perform. I quite liked her performance.”

Seraphel turned faintly red as her escort gave her a knowing look, and Dalimont’s face was blank—but she bet he was smiling inwardly as she recommended her friend to the adventurers.

It would do Cara some good if she had noble patrons, and a few other listeners in the court also looked interested.

“If she impressed a [Princess] of Calanfer—why not? Let’s go tonight, Greina. Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Oh, think nothing of it. And please, prevail on me for anything while I am here. Samal is often a fond memory for my father, King Reclis.”

Telleis wasn’t fooled by that. Everyone loved to court Samal, but she gave Seraphel a duelist’s bow.

“Thank you, and I shall bear it in mind, Your Highness.”

——

The next evening, Seraphel was coming back from a tiring day of entertaining Prince Seratoito. In theory, he was entertaining her at his mansion, but he was a self-centered narcissist who was clearly eager to gain fame abroad…if only he could gain more authority from his father.

That was abundantly clear from his marriage to Huntress Agshiga. For some reason, the woman doted on him—but perhaps that was the admiration of a citizen for the monarchy. Seratoito had even invited Dalimont to duel Agshiga.

“Dalimont, how is your arm? She didn’t break it, did she?”

The Thronebearer was massaging his hand with a grimace.

“That would be my good arm, Your Highness. And she did not…but I would bet the Huntress is at least Level 40. I don’t think she realized how weak I was.”

He looked ashamed, and Seraphel blew out her cheeks.

“It made Seratoito happy you lost, so consider it part of your duties anyways. You’ve been practicing with your sword in secret every night. Was it that much of a difference?”

Dalimont turned red, having not known she was aware of his doings in the courtyard. It was Dame Neranthei who answered for him.

“She would be…a match for anyone but the Lightherald or the most senior [Knights] in the Thronebearers.”

“Really.”

“She is incredible.”

Dalimont acknowledged slowly. He shook out his hand.

“Those twin swords she uses are not for show. She used one, and she overwhelmed me while I had a sword and shield. And nearly broke my arm while hitting my shield.”

“That’s impressive?”

“That’s impressive.”

Her [Knights] assured her Agshiga was the real deal. Seraphel flopped into a chair as she entered her mansion. Despite having rented a rich place in the Sovereign District, she felt dirt-poor compared to Seratoito’s wealth. He had that black stone all over his estates, which was apparently imported from a mine in Chandrar that was the only place you could get it. And far too many self-portraits, gifts from Marquis Seelthru and his friends.

“All that power—and not one Hunter went to Afiele. And the wealth in Seratoito’s mansion! The Palace of Shadows isn’t half so opulent! You know, I quite like Kadane. She’s not much for ruling, but she’s good-hearted, just self-conscious about the fangs.”

She mimed the mandibles. Seraphel glared as Dalimont and the staff busied themselves around her, but listened.

“I’ve even gotten used to the spiders. Somehow. The court is rather gloomy, but King Nicte—I mean, King Allorev is charming. Menorome is beautiful, and I wouldn’t mind living here for a bit. But that [Prince] is odious, and they really do spend too much on their [Hunters], to hear Fiskren talk. He seems honest. What’s your read on the palace?”

She looked around, and Thistel held up a hand.

“…I like it, Your Highness. I was afraid of the spiders too, but it really is so…stylistic.”

“You’re mad. I can’t bear to be in the throne room, Your Highness. All that darkness—I’d kill for a day in the sun!”

“Well, perhaps we’ll visit Avel or stand outside Samal and beg for keys.”

Seraphel sighed. That would be her life unless her husband wanted her by his side. She pushed that aside.

“Even so. Dalimont, can you tell me if you think Fiskren isn’t just a bluff, honest fellow?”

The [Knight] hesitated as he poured a bit of healing potion on his bruised hand.

“…I am not the most skillful disassembler amongst my Order, Your Highness—”

“Answer the question and stop effacing.”

She rolled her eyes, and he shrugged.

“Then I shall agree that I think he is a loyal, hard-working [Duke]. I would be gratified if we had a dozen men like him in Calanfer.”

Seraphel sat forwards, resting her chin in her hands.

“…Then why is it so hard to answer his complaints? King Nicte really must indulge his Hunter’s Guild. He certainly loves diversions. But Duke Fiskren seems reasonable, and even Marquis Seelthru’s issues, self-serving as they are, have merit.”

“Some monarchs simply have their delights, Your Highness. King Itreimedes is going a bit to…seed.”

“He’s gained fifty pounds, you mean. But King Nicte isn’t enjoying it all himself.”

“…Perhaps he’s afraid of the Guildmistress? Even the Marquis and other nobility were scared of her. She visits the court sometimes, and apparently she could stare down a Gorgon.”

Seraphel groaned.

“Another spitfire? Wonderful. Who is held hostage by their own Guild?”

Dame Neranthei hesitated.

“It’s not analogous, but a Named-rank adventurer can often threaten a weaker ruler, Your Highness. If the Guild is too strong…”

“I see. Well, they’re sending forces to Ovela, and as soon as I hear Culin and Sasi aren’t at Ovela, I shall rest easy. I just wonder—did King Nicte really sleep with…”

“Shh! Your Highness!”

Thistel shushed Seraphel as Dalimont turned his head, but Seraphel waved it off.

“Don’t shush me! This is the only place I can gossip, and we’re all thinking of it. Can you actually do that with a spider? Even if you had fertility charms that different species use…really? That would explain why Her Majesty doesn’t appear—”

“Your Highness! Someone’s at the door!”

Then Seraphel fell silent, because while the Thronebearers were good at keeping this house from being monitored—that only held true so long as no one else was in it. And as it happened, someone else knew that this was one of the only places you could gossip without being overheard.

——

“Cousin!”

Princess Telleis greeted Seraphel, looking slightly embarrassed as the [Princess] eyed the entire team of Greina’s adventurers, Noble Spirit.

Which was just Telleis, Greina, and two Lizardpeople. They waved at Seraphel, holding their spears excitedly as Seraphel stared. And she noticed the group had one more addition.

Is that a [Hunter]? A young woman, barely twenty, with white hair and their iconic hat and armor was standing nervously behind Greina, looking as confused as Seraphel felt.

“Oh, Princess Telleis. Can I help you?”

The [Princess] of Samal looked slightly flustered, and Seraphel was definitely unsure why Telleis was here. They had played nice in court, but it wasn’t like they were instant friends. Telleis cleared her throat.

“I just wanted to first say—thank you for your comments in court the other day. I was most delighted by the Synphasia’s recommendation, cousin Seraphel. It was a splendid performance. That [Singer] you mentioned was indeed phenomenal. His Majesty of Avel was also there and quite enjoyed his second visit, I understand.”

Seraphel blinked. Then smiled, because that meant Cara had done well! And Itreimedes had gone there again?

“Was it? Oh, that’s—well, wonderful. Er, how can I help you?”

She wasn’t trying to be rude, but she knew that Telleis was not here to just report she’d had a fun time watching the performance. The [Princess] hesitated, then bowed deeply. She lowered her voice, and Seraphel’s intrigue-senses began going off like crazy.

“Could we prevail on your private parlor, Seraphel? We’re discussing something private, and there was no one else I could turn to. I’ll repay the favor, of course.”

Seraphel’s eyes flickered, and her first thought was…oho. This is either going to be very interesting or…no, it’s going to be very interesting. But it’ll be either scandalous or dangerous.

One look at the [Hunter] and she nodded slowly.

“I don’t see why not. Father is always asking me to do what I can for our cousins…by all means. Ask a Thronebearer for anything you need, and don’t worry about the favor.”

She stepped back, and Ser Dalimont moved forwards with a bow.

“I shall escort you to a secured room, Your Highness. May I offer refreshments?”

——

Seraphel practically ran upstairs, where she shut herself in her room, then turned.

“Tell me we can listen in.”

Dalimont smiled.

“We can listen in, Your Highness. The question is—do we? A Duchess and Princess of Samal may object—at length—if we betray their trust.”

Telleis had come to Seraphel because she knew that short of Noelictus’ own palace and spymasters, which they doubtless had, there was only one group who were able to ensure absolute secrecy even in a foreign land.

That was Calanfer’s diplomats, Thronebearers. She’d asked Seraphel for a favor, and the [Princess] could oblige.

But Seraphel wanted to know what Telleis was talking about with that [Hunter]. She had a hunch it mattered—and with respect to Telleis, Seraphel was not above spying on her guests.

“What are the odds they can tell we’re spying?”

“Tell? Remote, unless any of the four are actually [Rogues]. Guess? They likely suspect we know, but they must be desperate to talk in privacy.”

“…And Calanfer is famous for hoarding secrets and favors. They must be talking about something they’re afraid of saying if Noelictus’ agents could pick up on it. I have to know. Dalimont, get me ears.”

Seraphel made up her mind at once. Dalimont didn’t have anything as silly as a listening spell, but to listen into a part of the house, he had a thin tube of metal, which he had apparently inserted into the wall. It looped through the walls of the mansion and into an odd device on the other end. It was enchanted to make any sounds louder, so it magnified the conversation in the room.

Seraphel listened as he took notes. They were very silent, although the listening-device only worked one-way.

“…I’ll need to make it up to Calanfer somehow. There’s always a favor with the King of Diplomacy and his get.”

Telleis was speaking as she set up some privacy spells in the room. Sadly, that was basic and didn’t work on physical devices that were already there. No wonder she’d come to experts. Seraphel felt bad about betraying her trust…but only a bit. Telleis clearly knew the score, and Greina replied with a chuckle.

“I rather like her. Seraphel’s more down-to-earth than I expected, and she helped the folk of Afiele, from what I’ve heard. But now we have a private place. Unless the Thronebearers are spying on us?”

Seraphel turned red at the compliment, and Dalimont winced.

“We’re gaining a reputation His Majesty would rather we not have.”

“Well, it’s clearly accurate. Shut up.”

Seraphel listened to the group introducing themselves to the strange [Hunter]. Her name was ‘Haeight’, apparently, and she was…a childhood friend of Greina’s?

This was all basic stuff, and Seraphel almost thought this was going to be something lower on the scandalous scale. Like a love affair between Haeight and Greina or the Gold-rank adventurers were hiring her to do their work for them.

…As it turned out, it was more than Seraphel could imagine. Her mouth slowly opened wider and wider as she heard Haeight and Greina discussing…

“A conspiracy in the Hunter’s Guild?”

Dalimont looked alarmed as Neranthei joined him in taking frantic notes. That was what was being implied! The two were discussing the Hunter’s Guild’s system of indulgences, and it was worse than anything Seraphel could have imagined.

The Veteran Hunters just sat around all day and did nothing? Hunters like Haeight were being worked to death? But the really damning stuff came from Greina.

Fiskren’s daughter, a Duke’s daughter, had this to say of the royal family and court:

“I still feel like Agshiga’s a hero, Haeight. I want to believe it. But I never saw her kill an undead, not once. Even if she’s married into the royal family, she’s part of the Deathhunt—and the royal family is corrupt. Princess Kadane is no fit heir and would rather dance away than do her job. However, Prince Seratoito’s either a traitor or corrupt, or both.”

A traitor? Seraphel’s suspicions of the man were becoming reality rapidly, and the [Huntress] was in on…

She looked at Dalimont, and he glanced up.

“Do we tell His Majesty, Highness?”

She bit her lip and wondered what her father would do with this knowledge.

“He might throw Noelictus to the wolves. Culin and Sasi—oh dead gods. Tell him, and confirm this without alerting Noelictus’ crown. This is insane.”

——

A new picture of Noelictus was emerging for Seraphel. It was this:

King Nicte Allorev was not a bad man. Or, rather, morality had little to do with it. The result was the same.

The Hunter’s Guild was corrupted. They were funded, overfunded by the crown, and worked their new recruits down to exhaustion. The Veteran Hunters were fat off of excess funds, and their inaction was creating a huge division within the Guild—

And the Landsreight. The nobility weren’t blind. Both good men like Fiskren and self-serving ones like Seelthru could tell that the Guild wasn’t working optimally. However, that led to a split where one half was trying to pull back power from the crown to better address the wasteful spending—and the other half wanted it for themselves.

In the middle of this was the issue of Seratoito, Kadane, and the absent Queen Cathiel Nicterise. Seratoito was forming a rival powerbase by courting the less-than-loyal [Lords], and he might be complicit in the Guild’s financial corruption or just content to spend on them for their loyalty.

All the while, Ovela and border-provinces suffered undead attacks without Guild support or soldiers. Oh, and King Allorev might be literally cheating on his wife with a giant spider.

When Seraphel delivered that in a report to her father, he was silent for a long time.

“…I knew about the spider allegations. Nicte’s always denied it in private, you know, but Princess Kadane has to wear illusions when she goes out. As to Cathiel, she’s a troubled woman. He’s not keeping her confined nor is it just marital strife…though that may play into it.”

“Father! Is that all you have to say?”

She practically shrieked at him. Reclis was silent, but a sharp voice cut in.

“Seraphel, control yourself.”

Her mother, Ielane, made Seraphel freeze up. Reclis murmured.

“Leave Seraphel, Ielane, she’s had a very stressful time in Afiele and now this. It can’t be fun thinking you’re marrying into a sinking ship.”

“She is a [Princess] of Calanfer. I should have sent Vensha with her instead of Dalimont.”

Seraphel was glad she hadn’t. Vensha was one of the most senior Thronebearers who served Ielane directly, and she scared Seraphel almost as much as her mother. Reclis rejoined the conversation.

“It’s a bad look. I was aware of a lot of this, but hearing it from Duchess Greina…I’d almost suspect a plot against Nicte, because this is too convenient. But Samal’s [Princess] being in it—they don’t take sides politically. It squares with what I’ve heard. Well, Seraphel, I will be listening hard for any treasonous plots by Seratoito. It takes time for nobility to work up the nerve—and means—to rebel. As for the corruption, Noelictus still has an army. If they’re invaded, maybe the Hunter’s Guild will act or schism. Either way, it’s a dam bursting, and if the nation survives, they will be stronger for it. What a shame, I thought Nicte was better than this.”

He sounded disappointed, not upset! Seraphel was trying to breathe.

“Father, Ailendamus is invading!”

“And invasions are difficult. Are you worried we’ll make you stay on the front? I doubt your husband will be so foolish, but I will make sure you don’t stay in Ovela, Seraphel. You’ll be safe; even if war comes to Menorome, you are a [Princess] of Calanfer, a third party. Dead gods damn it, though. I was hoping Noelictus would be a strong ally against Ailendamus, and they’re far, far worse off than I expected. Listen, Seraphel. I know you don’t like the corruption and inefficiency in the way Noelictus runs. I hate it myself, but there is little you can do. Focus on Ovela. If Ovela stands, and we get an Earl out of Fallien or Piral, they may be a strong enough leader to challenge Nicte. The Landsreight produces a reform, and the Hunter’s Guild is revealed to be corrupt. It’ll be messy, but we can fix up Noelictus in a decade.”

“So long as the nation is standing.”

Ielane’s voice was less reassuring. Seraphel just sat there, and she focused on something Reclis had said. She knew she was his instrument in Noelictus, but…

“Fallien or Piral? I thought my marriage to him was to make him the Earl of Ovela.”

Reclis paused.

“Ah, well, I was going to tell you this later, Seraphel. Your marriage is going to destabilize their arguments over succession. Twins. So messy with inheritance, and their father refused to pick. Anyways. Once you’re married to Lord Fallien, I want you to assess their personalities, ability to lead—and choose. The best Earl should lead Ovela. And you will be placed to make that happen.”

…Her? Seraphel might be told to sabotage…

“What about Noelictus, Father?”

“If it runs, it runs. We’re not in the business of reforming nations wholesale, Seraphel. I am focused on Ailendamus. It is coming after Noelictus, and we are on the chopping block if…no. Nevermind. Focus on Ovela. You’re bound there soon enough. I’m told the Twins have stopped the Baron before he even got to the keep, so I’ve ordered a quick wedding. Head there, head back unless Lord Fallien thinks it’s safe. Thank you for being so diligent. Ielane, do you have anything to say?”

“Polish your acting skills, Seraphel. He should at least believe you like him a little. Most men can be satisfied with that.”

Then the call ended.

——

Her final court visit to the Court of Dusk was the disaster. It went well enough at first.

“You’re bound to Ovela? I shall send you with an escort of our [Soldiers]. The Twins have halted the Baron, but he’s building fortifications—no, I won’t bore you with the strategy. Your Highness, you have been entirely too gracious to our dysfunctional family.”

King Allorev smiled from his throne, but he couldn’t disguise a slight strain tonight. Because of the war? Because he was corrupt?

Seraphel hid this all behind a smile. It was an actual banquet tonight, and there was entertainment, dancing—

“I hope to return with Lord Fallien to the courts at times.”

“I should like that. If you should return to Menorome, my palace is open to you.”

He met her eyes, and her heart hurt because she thought he meant it. Then the [King] glanced over towards the stairs that led to the back of the palace. A woman—Keeper Liletrec—had stopped halfway down.

“Excuse me. Please, enjoy the banquet.”

He stepped off his throne and strode up the stairs where he talked with the [Keeper]. As Seraphel turned, her [Long Ear] caught a few words Liletrec whispered.

“—very poorly. Her season—”

“Keep her from the guests if you can.”

That was Allorev’s reply. Was it about the [Queen]? Seraphel walked back to the Court of Dusk, and Princess Kadane was drinking.

“Seraphel! You can’t leave me! Cursed [Princesses] should stay together! I order you to stay. What’s the point of you going to Ovela, anyways? To watch idiots hack each other up?”

“I’m sorry, Kadane, I have to be wed.”

The spider-[Princess] lying back on her reclining couch fixed Seraphel with a side-eye.

“And you look so happy to do it.”

“I’m content.”

That was the best Seraphel could manage. Kadane twitched her cup, then desisted.

“What a difference you and I are. You’re willing to shit upon idiots, but you’ll still get married for your nation. I would rather die.”

“I suppose. I want to go to Ovela, anyways. The young [Lord] and [Lady] in Afiele need someone to keep an eye on them.”

“Oh, those children.”

Kadane lost her thirst abruptly and put the cup down.

“That old battleaxe, Grishen, is taking care of them? I hate her. Nice of you to go there to check on them. Fine! But when you come back, I’ll drag you across Menorome. In the meantime—let’s have some fun!”

With that, Seraphel and she were up and circulating with the nobility. Spiders or not, it was far more festive in the Court of Dusk—mostly because the wine was flowing free and there was entertainment.

Fresh illusions from Wistram! Tales of the King of Destruction’s return performed in verse by [Bards]—it was not all just wondrous. Seraphel felt a chill when they described the King of Destruction returning to war, his capital city spitting lightning bolts down on the army trying to return him to slumber for good.

King Nicte was far better at putting on a show for his nobles and guests than the Synphasia, possibly because he had hired more wide-ranging entertainments. The food was good, and Seraphel was delighted to learn that a mishap had resulted in the best of all things.

“For your entertainment tonight, I regret, dear guests, that the esteemed Rolare the Violinist could not attend.”

Keeper Liletrec made the announcement after the [Bards], and there were several resigned groans. Prince Seratoito remarked loudly to his wife.

“That half-Elf seems to play one in ten times. I hope we find some new performer, because I am getting tired of not hearing him.”

Even Kadane agreed with her brother. She stomped a foot.

“Wonderful! The night’s entertainment, ruined. I need to find a barrel, Seraphel. I even thought Mother might listen to him—she will be even worse after this.”

She filled up two goblets and took them down so fast Seraphel winced.

“Is—everything alright with Her Majesty?”

“Guess, idiot.”

Kadane relented when she saw Seraphel’s face.

“Sorry. No, she is not. She’s in a ‘bad season’ as we’d tell the common folk, and that’s why you haven’t seen her. I do, though, and if that half-Elf would stop wiping his behind for five seconds, perhaps—”

She stopped as Keeper Liletrec went on. Seraphel’s heart leapt as the dry voice continued.

“—However, it seems we have a replacement. From the Synphasia, I present a ‘rising star’. Insofar as the Court of Dusk enjoys light. The [Singer], Cara. To perform for us all. Applaud if you wish.”

Then she vanished, and Seraphel began to smile. Kadane turned her head suspiciously.

“Now there’s a thing I’ve never seen. And here I thought you were as miserable as me. Stop it. Do you know this woman?”

“She’s…a friend. You’ll enjoy this.”

Heads turned, and a pink-haired young woman strode forwards, smiling as she saw Seraphel. Cara O’Sullivan stood there and spoke.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for having me. For my first song, I would like to sing something Noelictus has never heard before.”

It was a bold claim, and the Court of Dusk faced Cara skeptically. But Seraphel didn’t doubt for a second. She saw Cara lift a strange object, a carved piece of wood, rounded at the top and with a grey base.

Was it meant to magnify her voice? It certainly seemed that way. Cara closed her eyes—

And she began to sing songs such as Seraphel had never heard before. As ever, as always.

——

Some of the songs Seraphel knew. Cara played the best songs, from the one she had sung with Violetta in Afiele’s keep for the first time to the other ones in the Synphasia.

Each time, she sang with an odd accompaniment, instruments that no one had heard before playing in the air. It was either a Skill or something else.

Of course it took the nobility by storm. The music was unique, the style was unique. Kadane stopped drinking and listened, so fascinated for the first few songs that she only turned to Seraphel during one of the applause breaks.

“She’s like nothing I’ve heard! What kind of music is that?”

Both knew the various styles, but Seraphel’s only answer came from Cara.

“I believe it’s called—‘pop’.”

“What a stupid name. I love it.”

It was such a silly and strange thing to inflate with pride over someone else’s achievements, and Seraphel wished to bottle the emotion for a worse day.

—Which might be tomorrow as she left the city and the odd community she’d attained. Kadane, Cara, and even the odd Court of Dusk were not the worst places to be.

But Ovela and her marriage to Lord Fallien awaited. That made Seraphel well and truly tired and reminded her of her duties to Calanfer’s crown.

First the wedding night. Then we’ll see.

Bleak thoughts, but Culin and Sasi made her willing to go—otherwise come midnight, she might have been as soused as Kadane was already and have to be bundled into the carriage by her [Maids].

Speaking of which, Thistel seemed most reluctant to leave. She was gossiping with some of the castle’s cobwebbed staff. Mariel, by contrast, would be happy to go right now. She still hadn’t gotten over the spiders.

“Two [Maids] will be a poor company for Ovela. Does Calanfer recruit from the local populace or do they ship your servants out for you?”

Kadane murmured. Seraphel sighed.

“Mariel and Thistel would help train anyone up to standard. My mother doesn’t often send more than one or two and hopes that the locals will be enough for me. Ovela does have a royal staff.”

“Hm. More like battlefield veterans who can cook and clean.”

Seraphel shuddered as Cara’s next song ended and she was given another round of applause. Then King Nicte beckoned from his throne. It seemed he’d returned, and he gave Cara a wan smile.

“Most entertaining. Let the [Singer] advance. I should like words with her. Miss Cara, have you any songs for me?”

Seraphel was slightly apprehensive as she saw her friend advance, because Cara had made it well known how she felt about royalty before. But it seemed she was on her best behavior, and Seraphel returned to the issues of staffing.

“It certainly sounds that if I stay for any period of time at all—and I do believe my father hopes I will be out of danger—I should be prepared for strife. My husband to be, Lord Fallien, may wish me to be by his side.”

Kadane’s mouth twisted, and she spat some of the wine back in the goblet. She gave Seraphel a sideways look and sighed.

“Yes…Fallien who’ve I’ve heard so much about. He does come to the Landsreight to curry favor, you know. Who often talks about you. That’s sarcasm, by the way. It was funnier to imagine some annoying Calanferian. Less funny to think you’ll be miserable with him.”

Seraphel’s heart sank further, but Kadane was honest, brutally so.

“Do you think he thinks of my curse…?”

“No, I think he’s just at odds with his sister. And if there was any woman for him to marry, it would be her given she’s the name most often said from his lips. That would solve Ovela’s issues, eh?”

Oh, Noelictus humor was very odd. Seraphel heard Cara strike up a new song and saw Nicte smiling upon his throne. Then it occurred to her this was her last chance.

Perhaps she didn’t have to go alone. If anything would help Culin or Sasi—Seraphel took a breath. She had not pushed hard, but perhaps now was a good moment.

“Kadane, do you think you could prevail on your father to give me more than a royal escort?”

“Oh, for you I could see about a few more soldiers. I’ll try to get his ear once that song ends.”

The [Princess] was willing to do that at once, but Seraphel was thinking more…dramatically. That Baron Digneral worried her father. He was high-level, and apparently those Drell Knights were a force far beyond most Thronebearer’s capabilities. There was even a ‘Great Knight’ candidate, some Mirror-Knight who could literally bounce [Fireballs] and even volleys of arrows back at those who fired at him.

“I was thinking something more dramatic, Kadane. A show of force. Would you be willing to…send me Veteran Hunters? Even three? They needn’t fight, but it might show the Landsreight and Ovela that the crown is giving full support to the war. Why, if even Agshiga were to tour the walls a bit, that might give Ailendamus pause.”

Given how lazy they were, she thought her offer more than fair. If a [Princess] was safe, Agshiga, a royal consort and far more capable in battle, should be safe as could be.

However, Kadane’s expression went extremely blank, then guarded before she gave Seraphel a laugh.

“Dead gods, you do ask a lot, Seraphel. Let me see. Hunter’s Guild? No. But I could send a hundred more bows to Ovela. How’s that? But no [Hunters]. They’re all busy, and Father would throw a fit.”

Now that was strange. Dalimont half-turned his head as he pretended to watch Cara, and Seraphel knew she was thinking the same thing as he.

Why so resistant? This wasn’t hard, but Kadane was suddenly nervous. Seraphel pressed more.

“Come now, Kadane. They won’t be in harm’s range.”

“They’re busy. Seraphel, don’t argue on that, please. I’d hate to practice my wine-tossing Skills, and I haven’t had the urge so far.”

Kadane was getting vexed. Yet at this point, Seraphel’s niceness was starting to turn to annoyance. It was one thing to like the somewhat indolent royal family, but Afiele was in danger.

“It’s not as if you’re going, Kadane. Three Veteran Hunters? You have hundreds. Let’s be real, I would send three Thronebearers in an instant if my friend asked.”

“Ooh, Seraphel the Sharptongued strikes. You’re wounding me.”

Kadana avoided Seraphel’s gaze. She seemed guilty, but then glared.

“Look, take it up with Guildmistress Deilfec.”

That woman was apparently often at court, but Seraphel hadn’t seen her, and to hear even the Marquis and other nobles talk of her—she was a scary woman. Seraphel raised her brows and voice.

“Kadane, you are royalty. If you give the order—”

Kadane hissed at her suddenly, an outburst of sudden emotion.

“Would you drop it? Please?”

Seraphel hesitated. This seemed genuine, and Kadane was no good disassembler. She bit her lip and whispered back.

“I’m sorry, Kadane. I have to push. Afiele is filled with people dear to me.”

“Well then, good luck. Because I can’t help you. Sorry.”

The [Princess] didn’t bother engaging with Seraphel. Rather cleverly, she bit the goblet with her spider mandibles and, using it like a face-cover, strode past Seraphel. She used her hands to fill up her plate and then headed for her favorite couch.

“So that’s how you use spider-fangs.”

Dalimont muttered. Seraphel stepped on his foot.

“Dalimont! I’m trying to get help or at least one [Hunter].”

“It seems rather unlikely.”

He pointed out, and Seraphel glowered at him.

“Maybe from Kadane or King Allorev, but as we’ve observed, the Landsreight has the power to force the crown’s hand. So observe. Let’s serve them some…Calanferian diplomacy.”

He smiled and nodded.

“I can at least stop the [King]’s hangers-on. Who shall you engage?”

“Find me Seratoito and Agshiga. They’re the weak spot, and get me a scene.”

Seraphel cracked her knuckles. If Kadane wouldn’t play nice, then she’d see what Seraphel the Sharptongued could do when she chose to exercise her class and training.

——

Calanferian diplomacy got used as a joke by other nations, but that was because they thought it was brown-nosing and over-civility. What it was really like was twisting someone’s arm—but with words, rather than a sword in hand. It was the same, but the sword was invisible and intangible. But it cut just as well. Blackmail was a weapon as sharp as could be.

Prince Seratoito was ‘showing off’ his consort, Agshiga, by having her toss daggers into a few targets set up as everyone listened to Cara’s songs. She was protesting, but she could hit a target forty paces away without looking at it.

Perfect. Dalimont located them, then gave Seraphel a run-up as Dame Neranthei and her [Maids] approached.

Kadane tried to stop her, or perhaps King Nicte did. A suddenly very interested member of the court strode over to ask Seraphel whether or not she’d care to…?

“Oh dear me! I’m so terribly sorry!”

Ser Dalimont turned with a tray of food in hand for his [Princess] and spilled it all over the courtier. He patted the spluttering man first as people laughed at the silly Thronebearer. And when someone else tried to hurry over to Seraphel, Ser Dalimont’s attempts to clean up the man had him trip.

Dogpile. Seraphel was coincidentally just in front of the commotion and Cara’s song was at a lull! Showtime, as her friend would say.

“Prince Seratoito, would you perchance care to offer me a small boon? I have quite enjoyed Menorome’s hospitality, but I have an engagement in Ovela, and I think you are the man to do me a favor. Or Calanfer if not me. A word, Your Highness?”

He turned, wineglass in hand, smile on his face, and he looked puzzled at first, then gave her a huge grin.

“For a [Princess]? I do like my favors.”

Marquis Seelthru looked pleased that Seraphel was favoring ‘his’ faction, and Duke Fiskren scowled faintly until Seraphel met Seratoito’s gaze. Kadane’s eyes were burning in the back of her head, and King Nicte was glancing up from his throne. Perhaps they sensed her over-loud voice and could tell she was making a play.

Too late. Seraphel spoke.

“Would you care to send your consort—or join me as I head to Ovela? I am worried about this warfront even though the dashing Twins of Ovela are checking this [Baron] of Ailendamus. But checking hardly sounds like defeating, and a few of the splendid [Hunters] of Noelictus might well help drive them back to their rightful homes. They needn’t even shoot any arrows or crossbows; one fancies that they’d be a deterrent. Would three Veteran Hunters, say, help me make a show and impress my husband-to-be as I reach his home?”

A murmur swept the courts, and Agshiga’s head turned, not so much in alarm as with an odd frown. Was she afraid of going to war? Again, Seraphel was reminded of Dalimont’s claims she was good at fighting—and Haeight’s confession that the Veteran Hunters were lazy one and all.

She expected Seratoito to lend his wife out, or at least a Veteran Hunter or two, because he of all the royal family seemed least attached to loyalty. But he gave her an odd frown, then a smile.

“Your Highness, I cannot part ways with my consort, and as for Veteran Hunters—that’s my father’s domain, or so I fear. It’s a splendid notion.”

“More than splendid! A Veteran Hunter or two? I’ve heard that Ovela is prey to saboteurs. It’d be something to have those [Rogues] run into a real predator of Noelictus. What a splendid idea, Your Highness Seraphel! Hear, hear!”

Marquis Seelthru was all over the idea, and Seratoito was not. So odd! Seraphel raised her brows as the [Prince] frowned. He’d just claimed it was out of his domain, but for an arrogant [Prince], she would have expected him to force the issue even if it was…

Well, at any rate, the motion was gaining steam, and the Landsreight’s complaints returned five-fold now Seraphel had put it into the air.

“Three Veteran Hunters to escort the Princess of Calanfer to Ovela. It has a nice ring.”

Duke Fiskren approached, bowing, and again, Marquis Seelthru and he stood united. What an odd issue to unite both loyal and self-serving men around the same cause—and Seraphel’s frown deepened as she heard Seratoito coughing.

“Oh, Duke Fiskren, I should have known you’d make a play.”

“Hardly a play. It’s what the Landsreight has been pushing—more support for Ovela in this conflict.”

“Ah, but then where would it end? Fiskren’s Hunter’s Guild is quite large, and if we made a habit of giving you every excuse to order a [Hunter] around…you may not know this, Princess, but they are actually able to ignore even the Landsreight to execute their duties. In service only to the crown.”

He twisted it quite well, given the circumstances! Marquis Seelthru gave Duke Fiskren such a suspicious look that Seraphel swore that Seratoito had used a Skill. The Duke immediately began denying he had any such goals, which of course just prompted speculation.

Was he that resistant to the idea too? Kadane, Seratoito—Seraphel decided to get unpleasant.

“Well, I may be an outsider, Prince Seratoito, but it seems to me that your [Hunters] are like our [Knights]. Is this fair at least when it comes to defending Noelictus?”

“It may be.”

He allowed, but his eyes were wary, and he knew he had to agree to Seraphel’s easy statement—but he winced despite himself. Seraphel’s next words proved the gesture was premature, but accurate.

“Well, our loyal Thronebearers do bleed and die in both war and fighting monsters and brigands. I am not one to question Noelictus, but when, exactly, would the [Hunters] be mobilized? When an army crosses your borders? Or do they abstain from war altogether?”

“That’s—true. They would fight in a war, absolutely.”

Duke Fiskren looked relieved and touched his mustache, and Marquis Selethru agreed.

“If war were to threaten the land itself, every hand would go to war.”

“Well, is it a word or an act? Because Ailendamus is in Noelictus, and sons and daughters lie dead. Three Veteran Hunters, Prince. Just three? Calanfer will match that gesture at least, with its Thronebearers. And with me!”

She actually thought the egotistical prince gave her a nod for a second. Which was ridiculous because she didn’t think he was intelligent enough to see…well, even if you didn’t appreciate Seraphel’s full attack, you could get parts of it.

She was appealing on multiple grounds: law, public sentiment, and even her own nation’s pride. It was getting difficult to disagree.

“…Perhaps I could go? For a week or two, my [Prince]? It would be easiest for me.”

Agshiga interrupted, and Seratoito pursed his lips.

“Argh, that’s the trouble with a dutiful wife. Too eager to please!”

He threw back his head and laughed as she blushed, and then he gave Seraphel a shrug.

“Agshiga is an army. Perhaps her and some rookie [Hunters]? That may serve.”

“What about a smaller detachment? Twenty Veteran Hunters and the Deathhunt’s Commander—nay, what about the entire Royal Deathhunt? Put the fear of Noelictus into them, Your Highness!”

The Marquis was getting eager, and Seratoito held out a hand.

“Hold on, Marquis. Hold on, man! My wife and the Deathhunt are too valuable to get killed fighting Ailendamus’ grunts.”

“Three, then?”

“I’m more keen to send just Agshiga—ah, but here comes a spoilsport. Father, have you heard Princess Seraphel’s unique plan?”

His Majesty himself had arrived, and Seraphel turned with a smile, ready to fight. King Nicte just sighed and gave her a nod.

“Calanfer does love to suggest. I should have known Reclis’ daughter would weigh in on matters of state. Your Highness—we have given Ovela plenty of aid. Our [Hunters] are busy, and I am loathe to waste their abilities.”

It was the most direct rebuke she had ever heard from him, and she feared she’d gained his ire, but Seraphel had to stay the course. She bowed deeply.

“I regret that I am so presumptuous, Your Majesty, but would it hurt to experiment and send some [Hunters] to see if they make a great splash? An entire province is at stake!”

And why are you fighting so hard to keep just a handful of Veteran Hunters here? Corruption? There had to be more, but Seraphel had no time to dig. She had the bit in her teeth, and she was pushing hard.

King Allorev was trying to turn this back on her as Calanferian interference, but the problem was that his nobles agreed. Duke Fiskren lifted his cup.

“Your Majesty, we could put it to a vote.”

“Over some [Hunters]? I don’t think the Landsreight wants to convene…”

A murmur made King Nicte pause and then sigh. Checkmate. Seraphel’s smile was wide, and she did offer him a way to save face. There was nothing like a vengeful [King] and wounded pride. Allorev was a genial sort, so she had been ready to risk it—but she fluttered her hands and her eyelashes.

“I would hate to make this a formal vote, Duke Fiskren. If Prince Seratoito would accede, I am sure Huntress-Commander Agshiga and three Veteran Hunters would make Ailendamus sweat!”

“Agreed! Perhaps they could take a shot at that Mirror Knight. Your Majesty, this is all very reasonable, and I would vote it is the barest measure we can ask for. Will you not accede?”

The nobles had Seraphel’s back, and King Nicte Allorev sighed.

“I do agree. Three Veteran Hunters and Agshiga. Your Highness, you do fight for Ovela. Valiantly.”

Seraphel’s smile was wide and relieved. She missed the warning signs: Princess Kadane turning and swearing and striding over, a rustle in the webs above, and the court falling silent.

“I am simply concerned about my husband-to-be, and I confess, Afiele. It seems to me the [Hunters] will be a splendid message, Your Majesty—”

Then a hand landed on her shoulder, and someone spoke.

“Who is it? Who is sending my Hunters? Who is causing trouble? I thought it was a [Violinist], not those annoying upbeat songs. Three?”

Then it felt like a tempest stood behind Seraphel, a whirlwind of darkness incarnate. At first, Seraphel thought someone had opened a window and it was a storm outside, but then she realized—it was an aura.

Her eyes opened wide. She felt a large hand and turned—and there stood a woman who was nearly seven feet high. Tall, so gaunt you could see her cheekbones, and imperious. Eyes wide, hair the color of Keeper Liletrec’s dress as the [Royal Keeper] strode after her—and fearsome.

Queen Cathiel Nicterise looked like she had woken up on the wrong side of bed. And then not slept a wink for the last hundred days. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her expression thunderous.

“Your Majesty! Greetings after so long!”

Duke Fiskren and the court instantly bowed. Queen Nicterise’s glare blew across them, and some shivered. Whether they were afraid or not was hard to say; Seraphel was terrified, not least because she felt the woman’s ire from her aura.

But that hand was terrifyingly strong, and the [Queen] was staring at her with eyes that burned like pale yellow flames. Her dress was coal-black, and she spoke slowly.

“Nicte. Seratoito. Have you lost your senses? The Hunters being sent to war? It’s a skirmish, you said.”

“My love—”

Nicte stepped forwards, and she spat at him. Spat at him.

“I am not in love with you right now. I am wroth, and I demand answers! Why are you two acting like fools, and who is this? Kadane, get over here!”

She was angry, and everyone not in immediate range of her immediately pretended she was not half-screaming towards the royal family. Nicte halted, hand outstretched, and someone muttered as Seraphel heard it—

“—a bad season yet. That poor [Princess]—”

The hand was so tight that only when Thistel, Mariel, and the Thronebearers bowed did Queen Cathiel let go. Dalimont was there, and he checked Seraphel’s shoulder—but Nicterise had those masked bodyguards and an entourage of dozens.

There was no question that she was the power when she was present, but one look at her face said why King Nicte sat on the throne most of the time; she was not the woman who would do well with the Landsreight or matters of state.

Yet Queen Cathiel did acknowledge Duke Fiskren and even said something odd. She gave him one sharp nod, and her eyes and nostrils flared.

“Duke Fiskren. I should like to throw you off the balcony’s edge. But thank you, and I shall doubtless apologize once I am in a better mood. For now, keep your civilities and mouth out of my ears.”

He bowed silently, and Seraphel gulped. That was a [Duke] of the realm, and if he were not so reasonable—the Marquis looked sourly downwards. She understood more of why dissent reared its head.

But then Queen Cathiel looked at her. She bent over, eyed Seraphel’s hair, and spat more words like venom.

“Princess of Calanfer. King Reclis’ daughter and Ielane’s mark all over you. No wonder you have such smart ideas. She always did get the thought that she knew what was best for everyone into her head. You want my Hunters? You, marrying one of the Twins? Who are you, and how dare you order my folk around in my stead?”

Seraphel did her best. She bowed her head low and sincerely, lower than she needed to, as she curtsied just as deeply.

“Your Majesty, I am Princess Seraphel du Marquin in service to the Eternal Throne of Calanfer, 4th Princess, and I do humbly beg your pardon for any mistakes—I was simply speaking of the war and asking for an escort—”

Cathiel stared at her, and her expression darkened still. She passed a hand over her face.

“I am not in the mood for this. Calanfer. You do not order around the Hunter’s Guild. Nor do you, my Landsreight, need the [Hunters] now. Send a thousand [Soldiers] in their stead!”

She snapped at Duke Fiskren, who bowed silently.

“As Her Majesty wills it.”

“As I will it? I have made it abundantly clear—no, a foreigner comes to court for one week and has the gall to give orders. To Agshiga no less, a royal consort of the throne! You. Your pretty request is denied. And I have half a mind to tell Reclis and Ielane to keep their daughter and people out of my court for the rest of time!”

Her voice had already been at a shout, but it became thunderous now. Dalimont swallowed. What an issue that would be! Even if temporary—Nicte stepped forwards.

“My love, that would be egregious.”

“Would it? Then I am so very glad you are telling me because I don’t feel like it is. But I am also inclined to bar that [Princess] from the Court of Dusk and the Palace of Shadows for a year! Liletrec, is that appropriate?”

The [Royal Keeper] bowed silently, and Seraphel gulped. But to her relief, the masked woman simply shook her head.

“Egregious, Your Majesty. She is merely slightly offensive.”

Cathiel calmed slightly, but she was still angry and pacing now. She turned to Liletrec.

“This is why I need you. No one else will give me frank truths. Very well. I am going now. You—Your Highness of Calanfer. No Hunters. No games. I thought you were a pleasant woman from Kadane’s babble of you, but it is abundantly clear you are another Calanferian snake.”

Seraphel was beet red and at the center of attention. Nevermind that Queen Cathiel was being excessively harsh and she was getting sympathy—more than one person like Lady Rizetine was glaring at Seraphel, and she couldn’t remember being publicly embarrassed like this. Even her sisters’ pranks like a dress that fell apart in court was nothing compared to being shouted at by a [Queen].

Kadane looked appalled as Cathiel turned.

“Mother, go back to your rooms. You’ve shouted at her enough.”

“Have I?”

Nicterise rounded on Kadane, and the [Princess] flinched. Cathiel stared at her—and then Liletrec took her arm.

“Your Majesty should go.”

“Very well.”

Cathiel was breathing hard, but she did turn. She was about to go when Seraphel, angry, distraught, and seeing all the help she had just secured for Ovela go up in flames because of this—damned woman who shouted at her own daughter, snapped.

Seraphel the Sharptongued. She didn’t use a Skill, but she did speak, and Dalimont’s hand was a second too late in stopping her.

“Your Majesty, I may be a poor, interfering busybody from pushy Calanfer, but at least I saw Afiele’s plight and Ovela’s now! Do you know Lord Lantal and Lady Risel Afiele? They are dead when a few Hunters would have made all the difference! If not for me, think of—”

Too late. Dalimont cut her off, and Cathiel stopped. Nicte grabbed her arm, and so did Liletrec. They actually tried to pull her away—but it was too late. Cathiel turned into a statue, but one made of corded muscle.

“Do I know…”

“My love, breathe. Don’t turn around. You, bring Her Highness away. Now.”

The [King]’s words weren’t needed. The Calanfer escort was hurrying Seraphel away fast as could be, Ser Dalimont and the [Maids] practically carrying Seraphel as they dragged her across the floor. But Cathiel was muttering.

“Risel? Do I know—Risel? I adored her. Where were my Hunters?”

“Cathiel, don’t—”

She turned and was on Seraphel so fast that the [Princess] screamed. Ser Dalimont tried to get in the way. Nicterise shoved him so hard he went skidding across the ground.

She was insanely strong! And when she grabbed Seraphel’s arm, the [Princess] gasped and went white. Her bones were being ground together. She looked up at Cathiel’s blazing eyes, and the [Queen] unloaded upon her.

“I should like to murder you. Against my instincts. Against all of diplomacy and the fact that I know you are an ignorant chit of a girl who thinks she understands everything, I would like to hurt you. But I shall content myself by saying that you are a worthless woman and Calanfer is filled with scheming, traitorous cowards who know nothing of sacrifice. Nothing of worth.”

She was speaking while holding Seraphel’s arm like a vise. So loudly that Seraphel knew everyone could hear, and the [Princess]’ face drained of color. The [Queen]’s aura beat at her like rage incarnate.

“Your mother is a calculating bitch with ice colder than Cenidau, and she has raised over ten daughters and sons whom I would trust less than a pit of vipers. You disgust me. You are banned from the Court of Dusk. If I see you, I will call for an axe. I hope Ovela’s marriage falls through that I might never hear your name spoken in my lands. And I can well see why no one lasted in marriage with you, from that Baron of Ailendamus all the way down to—”

She wasn’t stopping. Seraphel was cowering now, overwhelmed by a hostile aura. King Nicte and the royal family were trying to pull the [Queen] away, the court was stone-faced—

And Cara tossed a cup of wine straight over Nicterise’s back.

The [Queen] jumped, whirled, and five swords were at Cara’s throat so fast that the [Singer] flinched and cut herself. But Nicte held up a hand.

“Bodyguards, stand down!”

The masked figures relaxed, and Agshiga lowered her blade. Cathiel’s face had gone blank. She inspected the wine dripping down her back, as if it had reset her mood. Then she looked at Cara.

“Who is this?”

“The entertainment. Mother—”

Kadane was horrified. But Cathiel just pushed away a cloth wiping at her back. She turned back to Seraphel—but to even Seraphel’s astonishment, her [Maid], Mariel, was blocking the way!

She was white-faced and doubtless aware what would happen if the [Queen] were to so much as slap her—but the [Maid] was protecting her mistress. Cathiel stared at Mariel, and Liletrec was in the way.

“Your Majesty—”

Cathiel inhaled once. Exhaled.

“I am not going to hit her, Liletrec. I am not that far gone with wrath. In fact, I quite respect that [Maid]. No, I take it back…”

Her eyes flickered. She looked at Seraphel, then turned to Cara.

“You. Do you have a reason for tossing wine on me?”

“Only that I’ve seen pigs worthier of wearing a crown. How dare you shout at someone concerned for Afiele? Do you even know what went on there?”

Cara. Seraphel closed her eyes. If she had made a mistake, she was still a [Princess], and Cathiel Nicterise would probably not have actually killed her; they would have stopped her from doing that to avoid a literal war. But Cara?

Nicte paled. The royal escort around the [Queen] grabbed at her as the court gasped. Several members drew blades there and then, but Cathiel’s face turned pale as a ghost—and then she spoke.

“I believe I need to step away before I cause an incident. Liletrec, take me back to my rooms.”

“At once, Your Majesty.”

Cathiel turned and, shaking with rage, strode after her [Royal Keeper] towards the stairs to the royal suites. Seraphel was frozen along with everyone else. Nicterise was halfway towards the stairs when she swung around. She pointed one finger at Cara.

“Execute her.”

Then she strode away. Cara froze as blades fell in around her throat.

“Damn—”

She looked at Seraphel as the [Princess] shook in the wake of her first meeting with Cathiel Nicterise. The one they called Noelictus’ Queen of Faces. So far as Seraphel was concerned—Nicterise was the most terrifying [Queen] she had ever met.

——

They did not execute Cara. Seraphel was begging King Nicte in a rush when he finally got a word in.

“Your Highness! We are not going to behead your friend. She has insulted my wife, but we do not practice beheading for anything but treason.”

Seraphel finally inhaled for the first time in minutes.

“Your Majesty, I beg you leniency! Cara is a hothead, but she did it for me—”

“Yes. And what a fool she was. Even if it were not Noelictus and Cathiel were not in such a fury—I will take your request under advisement, but I do not gainsay my wife. She will be punished.”

“Not with death!”

“With service to the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus! Which is not safe—but it is not a guaranteed death. I am wroth with Calanfer and myself and this entire evening, Your Highness. That is the best I offer you!”

King Nicte was angry. Seraphel gulped—then had the presence of mind to ask.

“Wait, why the Hunter’s Guild?”

The [King] rolled his eyes. He stood.

“I must check on Cathiel. Ask anyone else.”

He stormed out of the room, and Seraphel got a crash course on Noelictus law.

——

It was customary to offer prisoners and people who had committed crimes a choice. They could go to jail, pay fines, or face the [Headsman]. Or—fight undead as a Conscripted Hunter.

It was often considered a death-sentence. Seraphel tore out of the palace, but when she tried to find Cara—she was already gone.

Apparently, the Hunter’s Guild had processed her and made her a Conscript Hunter. They sent her to kill undead on the spot. Try as Dalimont might, they refused to tell him where she was, only that Seraphel would see Cara tomorrow.

If Cara survived. Seraphel would have gotten no rest that night, but the fallout from the court was overtaking her. She had to speak to her parents, who demanded to know what she had done to upset Queen Nicterise so much—and a [Hunter] was definitely not going to Ovela.

Several members of the Landsreight offered condolences. Seraphel paced and paced—and only got some sleep when Dame Neranthei offered her some tea. When she woke up and realized they’d drugged her, Seraphel was in a fury.

“Your Highness, you could do nothing for Cara in your sleep. Even if we found her, the Hunter’s Guild is strict on interference, and Her Majesty is wroth with us.”

“If she is dead, I will make your life a hell, Dalimont.”

The Thronebeearer didn’t flinch in the face of the threat.

“Your Highness, remember who Cara is. She can survive undead slaying if anyone can.”

That was true. Seraphel calmed for a second, then got good news. Dame Neranthei skidded into the room.

“She’s alive. Your Highness—someone spotted her at the Hunter’s Guild. They’ll send her out in moments. We must go now—”

Seraphel shot to her feet.

“Then let’s go!”

She barely caught Cara as the young woman was marching out of the Hunter’s Guild in the company of nearly a dozen other [Hunters]. Including that familiar, white-haired [Hunter] that was Greina’s friend!

Seraphel was slightly relieved to see someone competent in charge—she had to assume Greina didn’t know poor [Hunters]. But she was filled with grief and guilt. No matter what she said, the Hunter, Haeight, refused to budge.

“Your Highness, under Noelictus’ laws, Miss Cara is a Conscript Hunter for a month. Freeing her would go against the crown—”

“This is insane! She was defending me! Cara, I am so sorry…Huntress, is there anyone I can speak to?”

“That would be Guildmistress Deilfec, if anyone. But I caution you, Your Highness—I cannot abandon my duties. Nor are you likely to succeed.”

Haeight pointed into the huge Hunter’s Guild, and Seraphel turned. Maybe she could get Cara assigned to desk-duty? A few strings pulled might help.

She squared her shoulders and nodded at Haeight.

“I shall! You—where are you going?”

“Killing undead. Seraphel, don’t get in more trouble. Really! That mad hatter of a [Queen]—”

Cara was furious, but she had survived one encounter with the dead already. Seraphel shushed her hurriedly and thought of what she could do. She couldn’t buy Cara gear or give her much of anything! At last, she snapped at Dalimont.

“Then at least a potion! No arguments!”

He handed over a healing potion, and Cara took it. She grasped Seraphel’s hand for a second.

“I’m okay, Seraphel. I can do this—it’s better than being executed on the spot. I really thought I’d get the old-fashioned monarch’s response to the uppity peasant there and then. Are you okay?”

“Queen Cathiel is angry at me, but I am leaving today. I will be fine, but Cara—”

“It’s okay. Just stay away from that place. And be safe in Ovela! Check on the kids.”

Yes, Culin and Sasi. Even so, a month of killing undead—Cara saw Seraphel’s anxiety and spoke.

“If you don’t get me on Desk Hunter duty—can you do me one favor, Seraphel? Please?”

“Yes. Anything.”

Seraphel pointed at the Synphasia as Hunter Haeight glared at them.

“Go to the Synphasia and get Elena from my rooms. Yoitha was probably taking care of her, or the manager has her doing chores, but keep her safe. You might need to pay her to keep her around, but please. She’s very important to me. She’s…from where I am.”

She whispered that, and Seraphel was confused. Pay her? She nodded.

“I will!”

Then Cara was marching off, and Seraphel turned to go to the Guildmaster and make sure her friend was safe.

——

She failed.

Guildmistress Deilfec was not seen at the Court of Dusk for the same reason Queen Cathiel wasn’t: both were the most terrifying women that Seraphel had ever met.

And that included her mother. Cathiel was a tempest of fury.

Deilfec was a corpse.

She was a literal corpse. Her skin looked scarred on every line of her body. She had no hair, and her eyes either lacked eyelids or were popping out of her skull. They actually hurt when they rested on you.

“I do not answer to foreign royalty, Your Highness du Marquin. Nor does the Hunter’s Guild have time to indulge your request.”

“But for Calanfer—”

“No. If you persist in wasting my time, I will have you thrown out of my guild. If your friend lives, she will be freed in a month of all her crimes. There are no exceptions for Hunters. Now. Leave.”

She brooked no argument, and Seraphel was afraid she would throw her out. She backed up, biting back curses. She tried one at the door, though.

“For a busy guild, you could spare at least one Hunter for Ovela!”

She actually saw the wood spark, and a black mark appeared as Deilfec looked up. The [Guildmistress] glared as Seraphel flinched and ducked back.

“Your friend will attest to how hard Hunters of Noelictus work. For her sake, you should hope the Veteran Hunters are putting down the dangerous undead. There are far worse monsters than zombies, and she will not survive meeting a Draugr.”

Of course, that just left Seraphel depressed and scared—but she did know Cara had the power to defeat undead with her songs. But she had no Dalius…

“It’s time to go to Ovela, Your Highness. I am sorry, but we will only drag Cara into further trouble if we try to help her, it seems. Should we find this friend of hers?”

“Yes, Dalimont. At least we can do that.”

Seraphel rested her head on the wood outside the Hunter’s Guild as a carriage pulled up for her. If there was one sunny spot this entire day—it was that Mariel was smiling.

“Your Highness, I’ve levelled up! And my class changed!”

Seraphel blinked. Of all the stupid—-

No, well, Mariel had been very brave. And loyalty was rewarded with more than just Seraphel’s generosity. If she had time or had been able to rest for five minutes, she would have given Mariel a hefty bonus for her loyalty.

The world had beaten her to it.

“[Handmaiden of Honor]? Oh, Mariel!”

Thistel embraced her friend, and Mariel’s cheeks were red with embarrassed pride. Seraphel got into the carriage and stared at her.

“You deserve it, Mariel. You are incredibly brave to stand in front of Queen Cathiel. Mother may want you back in the palace after a bit.”

“I couldn’t do that. Your Highness, I—well, I just wanted to say that I like being in your service! A bit! And I have a new Skill for you. [Summon: Snackbox]!”

Mariel produced a box of treats, and Seraphel stared at it. She got free snacks.

The day was very strange. It got weirder when she found Cara’s ‘friend’ was none other than a Helpful Servant.

——

Helpful Servants were a growing trend in Terandria. They hadn’t caught on in Ailendamus, a rich nation, but they were very popular, and even Calanfer had flirted with them.

“Queen Ielane doesn’t approve of outside help that might report to someone else, but she admits they’re second to our staff, Your Highness. They’re hardworking, if a little strange. We debated hiring a hundred to do odd-jobs in the Eternal Throne.”

“Really? I just know them as poorer servants. Though even some of the nobility use them. They’re that competent?”

The smiling young woman stood there as Seraphel stared at Elena.

Elena Othonos, Cara’s friend. It was the oddest thing.

The Helpful Servants were made up of people who volunteered or joined the organization and were given a class. Probably [Helpful Servant], though Seraphel couldn’t confirm that.

They would stand at a shop, and you could hire them for a day, a week, or even longer periods. Some were even live-in, though most would go back to the shop. They were paid a low wage, but they had Skills that let them work hard. Seraphel had heard it being described by the shop attendants as ‘tuning out’ so they could focus on work without getting bored or annoyed at, say, scrubbing the floor.

It sounded sort of pleasant in a ‘I would never do that’ sort of way to Seraphel. But if you didn’t notice yourself working, and then enjoying your time off…it must be a decent life. She supposed they had a lot of volunteers because the Helpful Servant shops were common enough for her to have seen them in Menorome.

But Cara knew Elena. Which made sense. Helpful Servants were people. Seraphel had just never heard of someone hiring their friend.

And apparently, Elena didn’t think of Cara the same way. When they found her cleaning the Synphasia, Elena straightened up.

“I am contracted to Cara O’Sullivan for another four days. She is allowed to renew my contract, as she is paying for dedicated service. But if she has been sentenced as a criminal, my duties are over. I will return to my shop now. Thank you for telling me, Your Highness of Calanfer. If you would like to purchase my services or anyone else’s, please don’t hesitate to visit our shop! We serve Calanfer and every nation in Terandria now!”

“My. So widespread. But, ah, Cara asked me to take care of you, Miss Elena. I’m happy to pay for a vacation. I doubt you’d wish to join me in Ovela.”

Seraphel had the notion to simply make sure Elena was well, but she began to realize there was a problem when Elena tilted her head slightly. She had marvelous hair. A brunette’s, but glossy and well-cared for. It was pinned back in an unflattering bun, and Elena had a traditional [Maid]’s outfit on. It didn’t really work on her, but she didn’t seem to care.

Why would any young woman like her want this dreary job? Elena’s fingers were dirty with the filth from the run-down Synphasia’s inner rooms. But she didn’t jump at Seraphel’s offer like the [Princess] thought she would.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but I am at work. I do not accept gifts, and I will need to share my profits with the Helpful Servant shop if you give me any gold.”

“No, Miss Elena. I mean—I’d like to give you money to keep you from working. For Cara. Your friend.”

“Cara is not my friend. I—”

Elena hesitated, and then she paused and went still for a long second in such an odd way that Seraphel hesitated. Dalimont eyed her, and Mariel and Thistel nudged each other.

“What an odd class. Nothing as good as we are.”

“Hush. Be nice, Mariel. Just because you’re a fancy [Handmaiden of Honor]—”

Elena turned to Seraphel, and her face broke out of that helpful monotone, and she smiled.

“—Sorry, Your Highness, is it? I’ve never met royalty. This is amazing—I don’t actually know—Cara, did you say? She thinks we know each other because we’re from the same world. I suppose she has a point, but I have to work. I can’t accept a break. Sorry! Love my job.”

She smiled genuinely, and Seraphel nodded along…right until her nodding turned into a ‘huh’?

“Excuse me, Miss Elena? You’re from the same…”

Elena laughed, covering her mouth, then grimaced.

“Gross. Sorry, let me wash this off. Same planet. Earth. She’s been asking me how I got here and stuff, but I’m too busy to quit my job. Which she wants me to do. Sorry I was so blank back there. I tune out unless someone needs me. Do you want anything else?”

She turned, and Seraphel’s mouth opened wider. Same planet. Earth. Earth as in ‘dirt’?

Planet.

Pla. Net.

Seraphel knew a lot of words. She didn’t know that one. She turned to Dalimont.

“Dalimont, what is a ‘planet’?”

“I…don’t know, Your Highness. Should I look it up?”

Elena laughed at them.

“It’s a world! A body of dirt, water—the thing we’re standing on. It’s—everything! Darn. I guess that’s a secret to you people, huh? Well, if you’d like me to tell you about it—Cara paid for the full service, and we have a special rate on royalty. But I really do have to get back to my shop if you don’t need me.”

She was packing away her equipment, and Seraphel stared at her.

“I—would like to purchase your services.”

“Wonderful. How long?”

“Uh—ah—the rest of the month? Will you be like this?”

“Like—oh, personal? If you need me to. Otherwise, I’ll just do anything you need to the best of my abilities. It saves energy that way. It also costs a bit more if you want me to use my Skills.”

“I—I shall pay the full price. Thank you. And would you refresh me on the rules?”

Elena’s friendly smile blanked out again. Now, Seraphel was getting intensely weirded out. She was used to seeing the Helpful Servants doing things like this, and she just never…thought about it.

But planet? What did she mean the entire world? And now Seraphel listened quite intently to a familiar spiel.

“You are not allowed to harm, intimately touch, or otherwise impede Helpful Servants. Hiring them for crimes is forbidden. If any of these rules are broken, you will forfeit your payment immediately and they will return to their store. Further actions will result in the Watch or local authorities intervening.”

Elena’s voice was calm and steady. She didn’t even blink.

“Helpful Servants are contracted for a set period of time. We are not, usually, allowed to work on demand. Special arrangements may be made at the shop with any attendant. We are quite friendly and will socialize, talk about your feelings, and if you want to shout or cry, go ahead. But we are not lovers. Anything you say is confidential—and we hope you enjoy our work!”

She smiled then. Seraphel blinked at Mariel.

“What do you think, Mariel?”

“Noblefolk scream at servants all the time, but it’s odd to hear her say you can do that. Er—not that you do it.”

Seraphel blushed as she and Mariel knew quite well she would take her temper out on her servants. And her sisters probably did throw things if they were mad. But it was—odd. Elena stood there, then her eyes shifted to Seraphel.

“I can begin work immediately if you would register my contract at a shop.”

“…Ser Dalimont can do that. He will be in charge of your services, Miss Elena. In fact, we’re going to Ovela.”

“Very good, Your Highness. I will need a place to sleep and to eat if I am travelling. And there is a price for what they would consider full service. Is that acceptable?”

“Very. Dalimont? Sort it out.”

Like that, Seraphel had a new helper.

An odd one. An odd one who had a lot of knowledge. And who was beginning to make Seraphel feel uneasy. And that was before she even got to Ovela.

Once she arrived there, Seraphel realized that Elena, Cara’s predicament, and Queen Cathiel’s wrath was all still in the backdrop of, well—

The beginning of an all-out war.

Sasi

When Ailendamus attacked, Sasi, Culin, Greina, and the ghosts had just met the Twins of Ovela for the second time.

Sasi hated them.

She had already disliked them from her parents talking about their tithes and how they never sent soldiers to help her father.

She hated them after they didn’t reach Afiele in time. But Sasi would have forgiven them for not being able to fight through the undead horde.

However, Lord Fallien and Lady Piral Ovela were just—

They had blue hair. Blue, striking hair that came from marrying foreigners. Piral’s was short-cropped, and she rode a huge warhorse and carried a lance all the time. Fallien strode around in plate armor, and his hair was shoulder-length, but he put it behind him in a ponytail.

They were both very fit, and Piral had a scar over her nose, Fallien had a big one across his hand. When he gave the children a handshake, he showed it to Culin.

“My sister gave me that in our first serious duel. She’s got one on her nose from me, though she got me deeper. Do you like your sister, Lord Culin?”

“Yes, Lord Fallien.”

The [Lord] gave him a surprised look, as if he hadn’t expected that answer. Then he ruffled Culin’s hair with an odd smile.

“Well, I hope you two never have to fight. We were born twins. We’re still trying to work out who’s the better one at leading.”

“Or fighting. Or anything else. It’s a shame to be so damn close, though I’m close enough to having a [Knight]-Order compared to Fallien, who thinks he’ll serve Ovela by playing [General]. Lady Sasi, I was deeply sorry to hear about Lord Lantal’s passing.”

Piral swung down from the horse, and Fallien glared at her. Then he turned to Sasi.

“We both were. We tried to break through, but when we heard it was a full-blown horde—we ran into thousands of undead, and the Baron was attacking over the river. When we finally broke through…it was too late. I’m sorry. I’ll bet Ashwheat to gold it was Digernal behind the [Necromancer].”

They sounded sincere when they apologized about not being there. But the two…Sasi realized they spoke about each other and Digneral every other sentence. It wasn’t that they weren’t aware of the rest of the world. It was just that, somehow, it always revolved around what the other Twin thought—or the war.

“It’ll be war soon. These skirmishes…they’re getting bloodier. Digneral keeps rotating through Ailendamus’ endless armies, but we’re counter-leveling and holding the line. It’s a shame no one else knows how hard Ovela is fighting.”

“If they did, they’d give us enough support.”

Piral added sourly. She was letting them tour the keep.

The Ovelian Keep was one of Noelictus’ great strongholds. It didn’t have the tallest walls; they were only thirty feet, which was actually enhanced by long slopes of dirt that led up to the walls. It made for a difficult climb if you were taking it, though, and the real protection of the ancient keep was the huge weapon inside.

“What is that?”

Culin pointed in awe at the monstrous ballista, so huge it towered over the walls. Piral slapped her leg, and Fallien laughed as Grishen responded.

“That monster is the Hammer of Ovela. The biggest siege-weapon in Noelictus.”

“The biggest this side of the continent! It’s why Digneral has never had a foothold long on Ovela. He’s tried to blow it up, break it, or just burn it more times than we can count. But even the wood’s made of ancient stuff. Heartwood of a World’s Tree, from the Great Forests. It can hurl a ballista bolt dozens of miles—whoops, there it goes!”

Sasi went deaf as the ballista fired. Ancient rope snapped as all the stored energy of the bundles of twine launched a piece of wood so far and so fast into the sky that she lost track of it at once. The [Soldiers] cheered, and Piral and Fallien laughed.

“You should have seen Digneral falling back when we fought him just this morning!”

They had apparently finished an engagement with him, and there were wounded [Soldiers] and casualties and surrendered [Soldiers] in the keep—but they were in high-spirits.

“You seem jolly, for all that it’s been six years of skirmishing.”

Grishen did not appreciate either Twin, Sasi realized, and that fed into how she disliked them. Lord Fallien sombered and gave her a bow. Piral, a toss of the head.

They were alike and not alike. It was like they’d flipped coins on everything from how they handled politeness to everything else. Fallien took one approach, Piral, the opposite. It made them feel like, well, twins. Even when they were different, they were alike in their differences. If that made sense.

Fallien addressed Grishen politely.

“Duchess, you may say we’re not our father, and it’s true neither of us is [Earl]—”

“Yet. But we’re levelling faster than even he did. Both of us are Level 30—before we turned 30! For noble classes, that is tremendous, and once I become [Earl], Fallien can become a proud [Lord] of Calanfer. Or even a [Prince Consort] or something. That’s a decent class, Fallien.”

Neither one was [Earl]. Because they couldn’t decide on who would inherit the position and power and because the old Earl hadn’t decided the matter, the two were [Lord] and [Lady]. Grishen sighed.

“Earl Inameis has left a mess of Ovela, all because he couldn’t pick one of you over the other. For such a good man, he was a fool in his last days.”

Both twins glared at her, but Grishen was immune to it, just like everything else. She touched the handle of her mace.

“We won’t stay long if there has been fighting.”

“At least let the children see where their grain goes! It’s to keep Ailendamus from sweeping over Noelictus, Lady Sasi, Lord Culin. And while we have you…where are these saviors of Afiele I’ve heard so much about from Fallien? My [Soldiers] said I would have to see these ‘ghosts’ with my own eyes!”

Piral laughed good-naturedly and made a show of looking around. None of the ghosts had yet shown themselves. Culin beamed, but Piral leaned over as Grishen and Sasi frowned, and Sasi realized the Twin was joking as she grew serious.

“What was Afiele’s salvation? Adventurers? Some irregulars of yours, Grishen? Or did the [Hunters] sort it out?”

She didn’t believe Afiele had ghosts! And neither did Fallien, though he’d been there! Grishen calmly sipped from a flask that held her tea, and Sasi piped up.

“It was ghosts, Lady Piral, Lord Fallien! They came from Afiele’s tomb! Lord Fallien, you were there!”

Again, the Twins laughed, and this time, Sasi knew they were mocking her. Lord Fallien chuckled as he grabbed something he’d had leaning up against the wall.

It was a halberd. In fact—Lady Piral’s own weapon was a halberd as well, though she couched it like a lance when she rode around. They used the same weapon, and to see Fallien whirl it overhead without regard to the people nearby—he was an adept at it.

“Lady Sasi, I appreciate the joke, but ghost-tales do not frighten Ailendamus’ [Soldiers]. It got me the first time, before I came here and tried to tell Piral what had happened and I realized how silly it sounded. I would like to believe an army of legends would come marching out of Ovela’s own tomb, but truly. How did it happen?”

“Ghosts.”

Both children were earnest and glancing at the ground for some reason. Yet they waited for Fallien to beg to meet the ghosts again. Instead, the Lord of Ovela just laughed.

“Oh yes, the ghosts. It had me stunned…until I sat down that night and wondered what kind of illusion spell it was. You had us all fooled! The look on Piral’s face when I figured it out—and the [Hunters] and [General]. What was it really?”

Wait. He’d been there and he didn’t believe? Lord Fallien had arrived and seen the ghosts at a remove, but he had left soon after. Even so! Sasi gave him a strange look. How could he think that was fake?

“It was exactly what you saw, Lord Fallien. It was the ghosts of Afiele! You heard them speak, didn’t you?”

“Oh, I talked to someone. But painted or magicked armor and a few illusion spells is easy. Come on, Lady Sasi.”

Was he insane? Sasi traded a bewildered glance with Culin, but Lady Piral also sighed and gave Grishen a look.

“Is it secret? We do get spies in the keep, but they’re mostly here to sabotage our food supplies or the Hammer. We keep asking for [Hunters] or experts in that kind of thing, but the crown is sparring with the Landsreight.”

“I’d almost throw in with Marquis Seelthru and try to stop paying tithes—but I can’t stand him.”

Fallien added. Piral scowled at him.

“Well, I am in Fiskren’s camp. And since we’re both one half of Ovela’s vote…nothing gets done! And if you think putting a [Princess] in your bed will sway anyone else—”

Alright. After five minutes, Sasi could no longer stand the Twins, and she understood why her father and mother had never taken them to visit. They fought so much they were like…her and Culin! But worse because they looked like adults!

Grishen was no less disapproving. She smacked the wall with her mace and got their attention.

“Lord Fallien. Lady Piral. Pay attention to Lord Sasi and Lord Culin. They are now the Lord and Lady of Afiele’s fields, and they have seen a [Necromancer] die and thousands of the undead, their people put to the torch. Stop bickering and show them respect. And understand that they are not lying to you.”

Chastised, Fallien and Piral looked at Sasi and Culin. They were sympathetic. Lord Fallien cleared his throat.

“…At least tell me my wife-to-be is alright. Princess Seraphel was well, I hope? I was glad she survived, though I’ve not met her properly. I hear she’s…sharp.”

He looked somewhat dismayed, and Sasi met his gaze resolutely.

“She was ever so nice to us, and she’s brave and good. You’ll like her, Lord Fallien.”

“I hope so. Now—are you going to show me any ghosts, Lady Sasi? Because I could use some to fight Ailendamus!”

He teased her, and a voice rang from the floor.

“In my youth, Ovela was both shield and sword of Noelictus. That has not changed, but the strength of Ovela is mightier in this thing you call the ‘Hammer’. Weaker in the blood and bone of the land! You come striding about when you should kneel and beg for not having been at Afiele’s side. And you forget we have always honored our vows.”

Paladin Arteis Ladel rose out of the ground as Ser Dalius and dozens of ghosts floated up with her. They had been, apparently, hiding underground, and now they rose, an army of spectral blue, a force of the dead.

Noble figures armed in blades all.

Piral and Fallien swung their blades at Arteis and Dalius with an oath.

“Dead gods.”

“Shade breaks! Sound the—”

Both their halberds cut the air, whistling—Arteis lifted her shield and knocked Fallien’s blade aside. Dalius parried Piral’s halberd, and the [Lord] and [Lady] staggered back before resetting their footwork.

The keep was abuzz with shouting, but the ghosts ignored the screams. Duchess Grishen smiled as one of the ghosts caught an arrow that flew at them, and Arteis shouted.

“Lower your blades, sons and daughters of Ovela! Or do you not see your kinfolk?”

The [Soldiers] looked up, and old Mustrec, a [Royal Halberdier] himself, grinned with gaps in his teeth.

“Ah, Ovela’s not changed much. Good to see they still practice the art of the halberd somewhere.”

“Wh—wh—”

Fallien was open-mouthed. Piral was faster than he to process things.

“Ghosts! But how—not even for the Creler Wars did they return! Are you—who are we addressing?”

Arteis saluted her with a sword, causing the [Lady] to jump back.

“I present the Tombwarden of Afiele, Ser Dalius of the Order of Shadowed Blooms! I am Paladin Arteis Ladel, Crusader of the Dawn Patrol! With me are Afiele’s honored dead, a small portion of those sworn to defend Noelictus in its dire hour. We rose when the Lord of the Fields called…but too late. We regret our subterfuge, Lady and Lord Ovela, but we were wary of spies. We noted six already.”

“More spies. How many? That’s more than normal.”

Instantly, both Twins strode to the battlements of the keep. Fallien groaned as he looked down at the staff and soldiers.

“There’s always one or two, but this many? With you lot? They’ll report to the Baron!”

“The capital knows. It was only a matter of time before the rest of Terandria caught on—but the ghosts will vanish. You can claim it was an illusion and hopefully cast a net over any reports going out.”

Grishen remarked. Piral nodded.

“Good idea. I’ll do that. Fallien, you lock down any horses! Anyone who leaves—I’ll have my lancers ready!”

“I’ll have the [Battlemages] monitor for [Message] spells and intercept. And greet our guests properly!”

The two ran off, then came rushing back to ask questions. Dalius murmured to the other ghosts who were sinking back into the flagstones.

“They do squabble.”

“Yes. I can see why Ovela is in trouble. But they’re at least decently strong. You nearly failed that parry.”

Arteis shot back. Dalius blushed.

“She’s quicker with a halberd than I thought. What classes are they?”

Fallien returned, beaming and bowing. He gestured to Piral, and Sasi and Culin took in the two high-level champions of Ovela.

“Why, I’m a [Lord of Sieges]! And Piral is a [Lady of the Battlefield]! Both over Level 30! And what level are you?”

The two ghosts saw him puff out his chest, as if thinking he had met peers among these legends. Dalius turned to Arteis, and Sasi remembered that each and every ghost here was…over Level 40.

She was giggling at Lord Fallien’s face when the first horns blew and everyone snapped to attention. Then Sasi’s heart jumped and lurched as she heard someone begin screaming that Ailendamus was coming.

Thousands of [Soldiers] marching behind the Baron of House Ecte.

Seraphel

When she arrived, the battle had mostly stabilized. Which was to say—Ovela was in trouble.

They were in trouble because the Twins kept attacking. She saw the tail-end of one of the battles on the way to the keep.

Torn standards of Ovela were marching back in disarray. Wounded [Soldiers] fleeing a battle. There was a tremendous, regular thumping sound of something massive firing into the air.

The Hammer of Ovela. The keep was…not impressive. It was a massive sprawling one, in the center of a huge dirt hill, but the Ovelian Keep really wasn’t more than a tactical nightmare to take.

It was not—grand. The Hammer of Ovela was.

Lord Fallien was, similarly, both more than Seraphel was hoping for and less.

He was a handsome man. She didn’t know why that made her feel better, but his striking hair, his decently good looks, made her think that if she had children, they’d at least pass her mother’s standards for not having to use illusion spells.

She didn’t want to think on that. Also, Fallien didn’t recognize her at first. He was arguing with a familiar woman that Seraphel was glad to see.

Duchess Grishen was shouting at both he and Piral.

“Each time you sally forth, the Baron sends you two scrambling back to the keep! He is bleeding Ovela dry, and only the threat of the crown’s armies is keeping him back! Why are you attacking him?”

“We’ve beaten him before!”

Fallien tore at soot-covered hair furiously. A woman, Lady Piral, was having her arm bandaged, practically spitting fury on top of her horse. Grishen shot back.

“Yes, and it’s clear now that he was always letting you win.”

Fallien waved a hand at her as he turned to see the Thronebearers. He focused on them with puzzlement, then saw Seraphel.

There was…no static electricity of sudden anything between them. Seraphel just hoped she didn’t have her snack on her face, and she thought he looked relieved as he saw her. He dipped his head—then hesitated and swung back to Grishen.

“If you would just send the you-know-whats with us—”

“The ghosts of Afiele are not your soldiers, Lord Fallien. Nor are Sasi and Culin meant to stay here. It’s clear that the roads are free. They will be leaving. I suggest you hold your armies back.”

“We’d be able to rout the Baron if we had control of the army! What is wrong with His Majesty? I—who are they, Fallien? Wait, is that your [Princess]?”

Lady Piral turned, and Seraphel curtsied slowly.

“Lady Piral, Lord Fallien. I am delighted to meet again, in more appropriate circumstances. I am Seraphel du Marquin. [Princess] of Calanf—”

The Hammer of Ovela fired, and she full-body flinched at the roar in the background. Fallien smiled, and Piral laughed. He strode forwards and took her hands in his gauntleted ones. They were warm, despite the metal, and Seraphel stared up at him.

“Your Highness of Calanfer. You needn’t have come here. Unless—does His Majesty intend on the wedding now? We are at war, and I was glad to know you were safe in Menorome. A pleasure. An honor, I should say. Are these your bodyguards?”

He turned to Ser Dalimont so fast Seraphel was left blinking.

He really is as focused on war as—as Lord Tyrion Veltras, the famous rock with a face carved on it of House Veltras!

He was at war. And he was a man. He had definitely looked her up and down and not been displeased.

Well, that’s better than before when it was just looks, and…I can do this. Seraphel smiled as Dalimont bowed.

“I am Ser Dalimont of the Order of Thronebearers, your lordship, your ladyship. I have sworn to protect Her Highness with my life. I hope my service will not be a displeasure to you.”

“Displeasure? No, not at all! Another sword in service to Ovela is welcome! Though if you are her bodyguard, does that mean—”

The Hammer of Ovela went off again, and Calanfer’s flinching was a contrast to how the Twins and the rest of the Ovelians barely noticed. They had to have no hearing after living like this!

“—Why don’t we take this inside? Your Highness.”

Fallien offered her his arm, and Seraphel headed inside to find Sasi and Culin.

“Seraphel!”

They threw their arms around her the moment they saw her, and she embraced them and felt better instantly.

“How are you two? You look so well! Are you alright? Are you worried about the war?”

Sasi beamed.

“We’re well! Thank you for all the treats! We shared them everywhere we went!”

“I missed you! Don’t go?”

Culin buried his head into Seraphel’s shoulder shyly, and Fallien’s bark of a laugh was surprised.

“I didn’t know you knew the Afiele family so well, Your Highness.”

Grishen saw him look carefully towards the ghosts and raised her voice.

“She was under siege with the lot of them. And she knows about the ghosts, Fallien. So you may speak freely here.”

“Calanfer does—”

He shot another look at the rest of Seraphel’s escort coming in. Elena followed the rest, not looking as dismayed as Mariel or Thistel by being close to battle. She was blank, smiling—and gave Seraphel the chills now that she understood why Cara was so upset.

One thing at a time, though. Piral threw up her hands, annoyed as she strode into the mess hall.

“Let the world know of the ghosts! If they don’t help—what’s the point?”

She almost hurled her helmet to the side—and nearly collided with a disapproving Paladin Arteis. The woman’s arms were folded, and she was standing with a number of ghosts who were, as always, protecting Sasi and Culin.

“One does not rush into battle blind, and yon [Baron] is far more of a threat than either you or your brother will admit, Lady Piral. He is the most dangerous living man I have laid eyes on yet. Moreover, as Duchess Grishen wisely says, we are not under your command. We are under Afiele’s command.”

Piral rallied after a second of uncertainty.

“But we rule Afiele, Paladin Arteis. Or rather, we are the stewards of this province, and Afiele’s lands are under our jurisdiction, though the Afiele family holds direct control.”

Arteis’ scowl only deepened.

“We swore an oath to Afiele’s Lord and Lady of the Fields. I would only consider heeding the crown of Noelictus itself. I am sworn to the land. To Sasi, Culin, and no others. If you wish for your dead to fight with you, beg the Tomb of Ovela to open!”

Piral’s confidence turned to dismay, and she backed up. Fallien clearly relished that and nodded.

“Fairly said, great ghosts, but you can see Ailendamus is trampling over our lands!”

Dalimont coughed.

“We have just arrived, Lord Fallien. May we inquire about lodging? Is it safe? And if Her Highness is willing, a summary of recent events may not go amiss. I apologize for my forthrightness.”

“Oh—of course! Someone will help you find rooms. We have [Servants] aplenty, if not to Calanfer’s standards. As for the war, Digneral’s crossed the river. He’s begun fortifying hills, and the bastard has brought [Geomancers]. We’ve been trying to uproot him; he might be trying to dig in for the entirety of winter, and if he does, uprooting him in the summer will be twice as hard! I don’t see why the capital doesn’t grasp that!”

“Perhaps because he is baiting your attacks. It’s bad, Ser Knight.”

Grishen looked at Dalimont. She pursed her lips.

“He’s been holding back, but I can’t blame the Twins for struggling. They have held him with the Hammer of Ovela and Ovela’s skirmishing, but wherever those Drell Knights and his personal soldiers with their mirror-shields go, they win. And there’s a ‘Mirror Knight’ on the field. I saw him sending arrows straight back at the [Archers] who fired them.”

“Ser Ouren of the Order of Drell? I’ve heard of him. He’s close to Level 40, and they even considered him for the Thousand Lances of Kaaz.”

Dalimont winced. Seraphel bit her lip. She understood from that how bad it was.

Eight battalions of Ailendamus’ [Soldiers], armed in steel, and the Twins were trying to take fortifications backed by the gigantic Greatbows. To make matters worse, Baron Digneral was not the weakest link of his army.

“I swear, he copied my Skill out there. Did you see it, Fallien? The Drell Knights hit us exactly as hard as we hit them, even with [Zealous Charge] and [Steelshorn Advance].”

“His shields deflect arrows and spells alike. I have to tell the [Archers] and [Crossbowmen] to aim for gaps, and the front lines report it feels like their blades get jarred from their hands if they so much as strike a mirror-shield.”

Glumly, Fallien and Piral had to admit that they were not winning. Then Fallien struck a knee.

“However, Noelictus’ armies have held him from advancing down the Vytorth Rivers. If they’d just flank him—”

“I believe I can answer that, Lord Fallien. I have heard from the Landsreight and His Majesty himself that he does not wish to escalate the war. They are there to contain Baron Digneral. But they will not be given to your control.”

“They what?”

Piral and Fallien were outraged. They began demanding answers, and only when Culin began to cry did the adults stop talking.

“I want to go home! Seraphel, let’s go home. Please? It’s loud here, and I hate it!”

He said the thing that Sasi clearly felt too. Seraphel bent down.

“Oh, Culin—of course you can go home! The roads are safe, but I’m afraid I’m staying here. I have to be wed.”

“No! You have to come to Afiele too!”

He grabbed at her, and Seraphel tried to get him to stop crying. He was just a boy. As if for the first time, Piral kicked at the ground and looked around at the wounded soldiers and the blood, the thumping of the Hammer…

“It occurs to me this isn’t a place for children.”

“Wonderfully observed.”

Grishen’s voice was grating, but she stepped over to Culin and laid a hand on the boy’s back.

“I stayed only so you two could see Princess Seraphel, Culin. I will take you back.”

“Of course. And, er—we should make arrangements for Her Highness. Where’s our [Seneschal]? Rodiet, where are you, man? Let’s leave the talk of war till tomorrow. We’re in no condition to sally, anyways.”

“Plus, you have a wedding to arrange.”

Piral gave Seraphel a long look, and the [Princess]’ heart jumped. Fallien turned and looked embarrassed.

“So I do. We had planned on it before the siege and before the invasion. I will apologize to King Reclis myself, Your Highness. Did he…he did say he had a contingency. When are we to be wed? Menorome?”

She gave him a smile like a ghost herself as Ser Dalimont came over to comfort Culin, and he paused as the [Princess] replied.

“We can have the wedding within the hour or anytime that suits Ovela, Lord Fallien. Anywhere as well. Calanfer is no stranger to dire circumstances.”

Fallien blinked at Seraphel, then smiled in relief. She heard the Hammer thump again and the ground shake, like wedding bells.

Oh.

She thought she would hate it here.

——

King Reclis du Marquin was not the one who planned weddings. That was his wife’s job. He was the one who decided whether the weddings happened, and in this case, whether he wanted a large one.

There was Calanfer’s prestige to consider and the opportunity to show off and invite guests and cement Seraphel as part of Noelictus.

Then again, she was the ‘Cursed Princess’ and this was her third marriage. So it might be a bit farcical to pretend this was her first wedding.

Moreover, he knew that Lord Fallien was not actually that enamored with Seraphel, and given the war, Reclis had sensed a chance to save a lot of wedding money and spend on the war—as well as get the marriage sealed without more uncertainty.

In fact, the allowance Seraphel had received at Menorome? That was a portion of her wedding budget, as it turned out, and Reclis had promised the rest to Ovela directly for the war funds.

That alone made Piral of Ovela happy enough that she threw open the castle’s larders and stores to celebrate her dear brother’s wedding. The occasion was marked with servants and [Soldiers] and the citizens of Ovela coming to celebrate their Earl.

All who could arrive in a day. Ser Dalimont performed the vows, and Seraphel heard silence as even the Hammer of Ovela ceased firing long enough for the two to swear faithfulness, duty, and love until death parted them.

Twenty minutes. Then it fired again, eighteen seconds after they kissed. And Seraphel thought…

Good.

Her first wedding had been a disaster. She had been numb from the failed engagement and at being shuffled off to an old man over eighty years old. She had been sixteen.

She tried not to remember it; it had been lavish, and her father had attended and given a great speech, and she didn’t remember a thing.

Her first husband had married her because he was old and Calanferian, and if he turned his lands over to the crown rather than his heirs…well, it made him happy.

The second time she’d been engaged, the wedding hadn’t been as opulent, but Earl Diroel had tried. He had already paid—paid quite a lot to marry a [Princess].

After all, they had to give Calanfer more than the Eternal Throne invested in them.

The Earl Diroel was a noble of Nadel, and the marriage was allowed for a number of concessions, gold being one of them, to strengthen ties in a small way to their neighbors.

The third time was to Ovela, so that the Kingdom of Shade and Calanfer might draw closer against the common enemy of Ailendamus.

It was just as well the wedding wasn’t fancy and it was quick. Preparing for it would have given Seraphel no joy. After all, she did not know Fallien. Perhaps that was best for both of them.

Her mother had probably told Reclis to make it impromptu. King Reclis du Marquin thought of many things. But he did not often think of the [Princess]’ role once all the vows were said.

The wedding night…was not something Seraphel had ever talked to anyone about besides her mother. Some of her sisters were happy enough in their marriages.

Then again, Aielef was cheating on her husband. Menisi might actually like hers. Shardele seemed content, but it was hard to tell. Vernoue, Lyonette, and Ellet…

Her brothers were all happy with their spouses, if not where they were. Prince Lothen, her younger brother, had once remarked that he felt like a [Princess]’ job was far easier than a [Prince]’s, especially after the weddings were done. She didn’t understand how he could sleep in a bed next to someone he didn’t know.

But then again, she’d observed that her husbands got more out of the wedding night than she did.

——

Lord Fallien had a discussion with Seraphel after their vows, when they retreated to his quarters in the Ovelian keep. His rooms were distressingly small.

They were large for a keep. Small for Seraphel. He had a main room and a dressing room, which doubled as the entryway.

His armor and clothes were scattered around, and, much embarrassed, he confessed that he often didn’t do much with the room until it needed cleaning.

It was certainly a single man’s room, and Seraphel noted countless books on his shelves. Stories of famous heroes, like the Lightning Thief, autobiographies, or memoirs by famous leaders.

The Titan of Baleros’ personal book on war. The King of Destruction’s rise, by Krsysl Wordsmith. It wasn’t hard to see what Lord Fallien wanted to be.

At least he was honest. At least he seemed to be decent enough.

Earl Diroel had come in with a grudge against Seraphel. Not because she had gotten on his nerves; she’d tried at the start, but he’d known she had already been wed. So he had constantly tried to undo history and time by proving he was more than her first husband.

Maybe that was why he’d gotten himself killed, snapping at a Kaazian [Lord] who challenged him at a banquet and ran him through in a duel afterwards.

Her second husband had died in bed, of sepsis from the wound. Seraphel had found him lying there and wept in relief.

*These were the things that the 4**th* Princess of Calanfer told no one. They were just facts, and it was why, until Afiele, she truly had just sat and stared out the window of her carriage. Meeting Lantal’s family, living in Afiele, meeting Cara, going to Menorome, had put something back in her.

The [Princess] who sat on the bed looked like a doll. Her hair was still pinned back by a tiara, and she wore a wedding dress—the same one Aielef had worn to her wedding when she married into Kaliv, adjusted for Seraphel.

Aielef had kicked up a fuss when Ielane demanded it, but the pearl-inlaid dress was expensive…and it would be bad luck for Seraphel to wear the same gown she’d worn to the last ill-fated marriage.

“Your Highness? Seraphel?”

She started when he said her name. Then Seraphel gave Fallien a smile.

“I apologize. I’m just—overwhelmed, Lord Fallien.”

“I believe it’s Fallien now we’re married. Strange. Ah—Seraphel.”

Oh, they were strangers. Ielane sometimes talked about how odd it had been for her to marry and be so familiar with someone and learn their intimacies, but Seraphel had known this man less than a day.

And still. He was honest. Fallien sat on his bed, which was covered in a pelt rug.

“Wolf-fur. I, uh, like to hunt. I should be honest and say that I don’t know if you care to, Seraphel. But I think you know that this marriage is largely for convenience’s sake.”

Her lips quirked.

“I…would hate to lead you on, Lord Fallien. I did enter into it with good intentions, but I would be lying if I said I had known you before it was set up.”

Lord Fallien laughed, relieved, again.

“You’re quick! I’m—relieved, you know. I was worried you’d be—”

“Old? Ugly?”

“No! I had pictures of you. But I did, uh, hear you were once known as sharp-tongued.”

“That was a nickname.”

She had to explain it, and he nodded.

“I was nervous you’d be so upset—well, I cannot blame you. I want you to know that I do hope to be a good husband. My sister, you know, is vying with me for the Earlship. And this keep, this war with Ailendamus in all but name, is no place for a [Princess]. I intend to let you—offer you the chance to reside in Menorome, if you wish. I’d visit. Or Afiele. I didn’t realize Lord Culin and Lady Sasi liked you so well. They’re good children. It was tragic what happened with Lord Lantal and Lady Risel. We did come as soon as we could, but—”

This was not appropriate talk for a wedding night, but they were doing the wedding first. Understanding each other after. Seraphel nodded.

“That’s—kind of you, Lord Fallien. You don’t need to accommodate me if it is a strain. I am prepared to live however’s appropriate for Noelictus.”

“It’s no strain. Actually…it would be nice to have someone who can attend the Landsreight and represent us in court. You caused a stir, I heard.”

He’d only heard the good parts, so Seraphel breathed a sigh of relief. Fallien went on.

“I don’t want you to be unhappy. In fact, if you wish to ride or visit other countries, I’m sure we could figure it out. Those Thronebearers are quite—shiny.”

“They’re very good guards. Not so much useful in war, but my staff can help you as much as I can.”

At least to clean your rooms and keep spies out. There might be a thousand listening spells in his rooms. Having a [Princess] of Calanfer on your side often had benefits most nations didn’t think of.

Fallien nodded a few times and then took a deep breath. He smiled at Seraphel.

“It doesn’t have to be unpleasant, this marriage, Your Highness. I’m glad you see it the same way. I think it could work out quite well. And we might find we truly do like each other.”

She gave him a genuine smile, then.

“That would be the best outcome. I could earnestly try to do that.”

He grinned, then, and they talked a bit more, and she made him laugh when she described her first introduction to the Court of Dusk. He confessed that he really hadn’t left Noelictus much, and the offer to marry a [Princess] had fallen into his lap.

“I truly thought ‘really, me?’ My sister always makes me feel inferior. We fight because…neither of us wants to admit the other’s better. She’s better with a sword, I have more of a head for books. We’re just a bit different, but not enough.”

“When did you start becoming rivals and not friends? Were you ever close?”

Fallien sat on his bed a second longer.

“We were. I don’t remember when we became the worst enemies. I think—well. I think it was when we learned only one of us could become [Earl]. No, wait. That’s not right. We realized it was up to us, and when we thought about sharing…I thought I could do it better than her. I really did. And it turned out she thought exactly the same as me.”

He gave her another embarrassed look.

“Maybe you’ll be the thing that helps us settle this once and for all. That would be a tremendous blessing.”

Then, during the night, they consummated the marriage.

[Conditions Met: Widow Princess → Gloomy Princess class!]

[Gloomy Princess Level 19!]

[Skill – Comforting Bed Partner obtained!]

——

To Seraphel, it was mercifully quick. If she had to compare it—and the memories were strongest now, afterwards, as Fallien dressed to check on the keep and she pretended to sleep—it was awkward, embarrassing—and she had not been her the entire time.

Like a ghost, she felt. That was how she dealt with it. She became a ghost and floated away from her body and watched for a bit.

—Better than the old Viscount and the Earl. He was younger, she was older, and Fallien was not ready for heirs. He’d actually wilted a bit in more senses than one when she brought it up.

“I—would rather adopt Lord Culin or Lady Sasi first, to be honest. I don’t have time for children.”

He’d confessed, worried she would insist. Seraphel had felt a mix of emotions.

“Them? Would that even be allowed?”

“Well, if not adopt, raise them. They’re good children, and if they like you—but no. I just meant that I don’t need children. Not right now. Not until I’m either an [Earl] or not.”

So, Seraphel had one less thing to worry about. For now. Perhaps her mother wouldn’t even ask for children; she had plenty with the other siblings, and they would be more powerful matches. Then again, Calanfer bloodlines were a powerful thing.

For now, it wasn’t a worry. Another better-than-expected thing. Seraphel hadn’t been hurt in bed. Intentionally. She might get to travel, or at least stay in Menorome, and she could patch things up with Kadane.

Cara was still alive, or so Dalimont assured her. The wedding had been fast, Fallien was considerate of her, and Piral didn’t seem to regard her as an enemy.

Seraphel lay in bed before she decided to leave. Just in case Lord Fallien returned. It was silly, but she had to.

She couldn’t stop the tears from coming out.

Sasi

When Sasi found Seraphel, the [Princess] was in the hallway, crying and trying to find somewhere to hide. Sasi had rooms in the inner keep, so she’d heard Seraphel’s voice from outside.

“Seraphel?”

Arteis wasn’t here. She was visiting the other ghosts, talking about something important; Sasi had seen her sink through the floor.

“Sasi! Why are you awake? It’s late. I’m—fine.”

“Did—did Lord Fallien do something bad?”

Sasi was uncertain, but Seraphel gave her a smile and tried to wipe at her face.

“No. He didn’t. I’m fine. Just overwrought.”

That was a lie, but Sasi wasn’t sure what part. She stood there, not knowing what to do when an adult cried. So she took Seraphel’s hand.

“You can sit in my room. No one will check on you but Arteis.”

When the two sat on Sasi’s rougher bed in the stone keep, with the Hammer of Ovela still thumping every few minutes—it was hard to sleep at all—Seraphel calmed down.

“Is it—hard getting married?”

Sasi understood a bit, but not all of it, and Seraphel was not about to elaborate.

“It’s hard marrying someone you don’t know, Sasi. That’s all. It’s a [Princess]’ job, but I hope you never have anything like it.”

“…I didn’t know it was so hard.”

Sasi had never thought about Seraphel getting married. She knew that was why the [Princess] had come here, but it had never occurred to her to think about it. Seraphel shook her head.

“It will be fine, Sasi. Please, don’t mention this to anyone. I’m happy enough. Lord Fallien seems like a decent man, and I may be able to visit you or go to the capital. It would be good to show you around. You deserve to see it more often. I’m just—sad. It’s not Fallien’s fault. This brings back memories.”

“Of…”

“I was married twice before, Sasi. This was better than those other times. Far much so.”

That…wasn’t…better to hear. But Seraphel seemed to think it was encouraging to say, and so Sasi just sat there, hugging Seraphel slightly. Her heart hurt.

“I’m glad you’re here. Culin missed you and cried every night.”

“I won’t go so soon, Sasi. I promise. In fact, I am Princess Seraphel of Ovela, now. Of Calanfer and Noelictus. So I’m glad to be here with you. But why don’t we go for a walk? I could…use some fresh air. Are we allowed to walk around the keep?”

“Just the insides. There’s guards on the inner keep, but there is a study and paintings. I can show you.”

The Ovelian Keep was large, and so the inner keep had such luxuries as a study and more amenities than Afiele’s own tiny keep had had.

If just. Seraphel saw a line of [Earls] that went back fifty-two unbroken generations, and Sasi stared solemnly up at Earl Inameis.

He had a blue mustache. A slightly receding chin, but he looked serious, brave, and she had no idea if he had been as good as they said. She tried to imagine what the two portraits of a younger Fallien and Piral had been like. Even there, they looked wild and energetic.

“The roots of Noelictus go back far. fifty-two generations and some lived over a hundred years. And that’s only this particular bloodline in straight continuation. That’s…far more than most Calanferian bloodlines, and Ovela isn’t even the oldest house. Yours is, Sasi.”

The girl shrugged.

“Is Calanfer that new, Seraphel? Isn’t it six thousand years old?”

“Oh, yes. But it was founded after the Creler Wars. History goes back far before that, Sasi. Entire eras lost to history. My kingdom is new. My blood is new. Just look at Ser Dalius and Paladin Arteis. They are so old they don’t know what Crelers are.”

That was amazing to both living mortals. Sasi bit her lip.

“Arteis is scary, you know, Seraphel. She gives me orders, and she wants me to be strong.”

“She reminds me of Dame Vensha or my mother. Tough women—even if my mother is as good with a sword as I am. Maybe there’s a nicer ghost you could ask to guard you?”

Sasi scuffed at the carpet. She stared at the older [Earls] and saw them looking down on her from history. Some of the portraits were old. So old the paint was flecking away, despite preservation magic. One was of a woman who looked most like chicken scratches and ruined paint on wood. It looked spooky by the single candle both had for light.

“Maybe. I like her, though. I like her and she’s scary. She keeps saying she’ll fix things.”

“Maybe she will. Maybe she’ll make you a Duchess, and you can outrank me in some ways as I’m just an [Earl]’s wife. But never Grishen.”

Seraphel made Sasi giggle.

“I don’t want that! But I am glad the ghosts came back.”

The [Princess] nodded. Then her face grew clouded.

“Me too. I just wonder why. After all this time…”

“They were sworn to, you know. It is an oath in rock and stone and soul. But oaths fade. Strange they should remember now. Stranger still I noticed not their lack. Holes in the memory. Holes in the knitting. Alas. Alack.”

Sasi…stopped smiling, and Seraphel’s face grew puzzled—then alarmed. Neither one of them had spoken that last bit. But the voice was deep, groaning, and it seemed to come from all around them.

Then the eyes of the ruined [Earl]’s painting shifted, and they were orange and black lines, circles upon circles. And Belavierr’s lips moved and spoke through the wood.

“Lady of the Fields. And stranger I know not who wears a [Princess]’ aegis. I greet thee. I offer three questions for three. May we have an accord? I return now with more questions than answers. I come in peace, though I needed wait till the ghosts my presence ignored.”

She stepped out of the wall. Her face had been merged with the painting. She pulled herself out of the stone and wood, and Seraphel screamed.

“Help! H—”

The scream never made it out of the study. It was loud, at first, but Sasi saw Belavierr grab the scream, and no one heard it. She grabbed the echo and tucked it into her robes.

“Who are you? Stay back! Guards? Guards!”

Seraphel’s circlet flashed warningly as she grabbed Sasi. She called for Dalimont and anyone else, but again—the Stitch-Witch had them in a private moment.

Time out of time.

Seraphel knew her. She had never met this woman before, but she knew her. Instinctively. It was the chill of the marrow of her bones. A dread certainty.

This was no woman. This was an idea. She turned her head, and those eyes glowed like the very image of Rhir’s hells in Seraphel’s mind.

She looked like…the nightmare who stood behind the door given life. The crawling woman drowned in the well. The [Witch] at the back of your mind. Not the one you pictured when it was daylight and sunny. This woman—Belavierr—was the chill running down your spine long after the sun had fallen and you saw a figure walking down the road.

She was horror. And tall, looming over Sasi and Seraphel. If anything, it was a wonder the girl didn’t scream. But she was born of Noelictus, and she shouted.

“Go away! I don’t want to speak to you!”

“Little Lady of the Fields, don’t be so quick to turn me away. I have the right to come before your door.”

“Go away!”

Belavierr wavered as she stepped out of the wall, and Seraphel joined her voice.

“Leave, apparition! Spirit! Witch! By royal Calanfer and the Eternal Throne—whomever you are, stay away!”

She tried to lend her weak authority as a [Princess], push with her weak aura at the [Witch]. Her mother had said that if any of the family were talented with their aura, they might have used it like a weapon in war. A [Princess] could stand against a [Mage] by sheer force of will.

It was a mistake. She pushed and fell into Belavierr’s wake. It wasn’t like running up against a wall like Queen Cathiel.

Seraphel felt as if she had just fallen into a cold, dark lake. Her skin went numb, and she stopped breathing. She clawed at her throat—but the [Witch]’s power dragged her down. She felt her heartbeat stop—and those eyes fixed on her and not Sasi.

Annoyance—Seraphel staggered away, and Sasi grabbed her.

“Stop it! Stop it! And go away!”

“You have no right to speak to me, little [Princess]. I am older than your entire claim. No lineage newly come to Terandria may force me.”

The [Princess] breathed as those eyes turned to Sasi, and the [Witch] inclined her hat.

“Little Lady of the Fields, Sasi Afiele. You have every right to turn me away. But I am a guest in this land of shades. I have the right to approach you. Will you not hear my say?”

Sasi was turning from Seraphel to Belavierr, and when the [Witch] looked again—Sasi protectively spread her arms. Shaking, she raised her voice.

“Okay. Will you go away if I listen?”

Her response was a smile. Belavierr bowed slightly, arm covering her stomach.

“Excellent. I have made inquiries. Our meeting last was prematurely aborted. It seems we have a deal, after all, to be made. So here is my first question of three: your ghosts…will you sell them to me? I have assessed their value and reconsidered my position. They are not worth a resurrection, but I have precious items for trade.”

Her ghosts? Sasi looked suddenly guilty as she glanced at Seraphel, but the [Princess] was just inhaling the cold, stale air into her lungs.

“Y-you can’t have them. I can’t sell them. I don’t own them.”

“Oh, I know. I have a net and a jar. I only need your permission. I have the authority of this land. It will not be hard.”

A net and a—Sasi and Seraphel’s eyes met wildly, and Belavierr produced something. A tiny, little net, a miniature one she held between her fingers, less than a foot long.

But Seraphel realized the thread was finer than any spiderweb in the Court of Dusk. She couldn’t even see the threads, she realized. It looked like it could catch every mote of dust in the world. And the jar—

It seemed to draw in her eyes and the light, and Belavierr covered it gently.

“A simple little trade. In exchange for your permission, I will pay you a fine fee.”

“My parents?”

Seraphel looked at Sasi’s pale face, and Belavierr hesitated.

“No. It is still not worth my craft. But come and see. Come and see.”

She lifted a fold of her robes, and Seraphel stared as the dark blue cloth moved like a curtain. Then gold poured forwards.

Golden coins, so many they flooded into the keep. Old gold—not newly minted coins. Real gold. The luster was subtler, but the [Princess] knew value.

This was old money. Stamped with crude symbols. [Pirate] doubloons? Ancient gold—and even other coins. Not silver, Seraphel realized. Mithril coins, jewels as fat as her head—

A fortune more than Calanfer’s entire budget in a year spilled out of Belavierr’s robes. She caught a single jewel.

“Children love little riches, and I have a diamond big as your head. Say yes, little one? Just nod your head.”

She offered it to Sasi, and the girl backed up, stiff and still.

“No! Not Arteis or Dalius. Are you…are you mad?”

“Not them? Not for ten times these riches? What about a ship? I have a ship in the deeps. It is old and wet, but it was made by an Archmage. Do you want a ship? A horse? I could catch you a wild one. No more Unicorns…I think. But a pretty pony?”

“No!”

Was she mad? She sounded…off. Belavierr was terrifying, but also looked—confused. She seemed to think that appearing out of a wall, offering gold and a—a pony or a ship would make Sasi want to make a deal with her.

This nightmare was confused and looked down at Sasi’s face.

“Strange. Am I…this is why Wiskeria should be here. To negotiate in my place. Where did she go? Have you seen my d—”

She paused.

“Ah, but I asked, didn’t I? I…no, that was not my question. Two remain. Tsk. Tsk. Such a pain. This is getting hard…this is…”

The [Witch] passed a hand over her face, frowning.

“…Going well? Business is well, but it was strange. Girl, Lady Sasi of the Fields, I have a second question for you. And I will reward it with a great favor if you know the answer. Do you know—if there are mice around?”

She turned, and even she seemed to realize the question was inane. Sasi stared at her.

“Mice? In the keep?”

“No. In the lands of the dead. In my work? See? I found this when I checked. All wrong. Who could have done this?”

Belavierr pulled something out of her robes, and Sasi and Seraphel screamed. This time—it was a tapestry. Of Belavierr, of a horrible design. It looked like nothing Seraphel had ever seen.

It dripped and oozed, and it was made of string like flesh. Of spiderwebs and shadows and more. If there was a way to weave a soul—it was in that tangled web. And it showed a single thing. A woman.

Belavierr stared out of the tapestry. She spoke, woman and image.

“Something is wrong with me. Look. There are little holes. I have been nibbled at by mice. In my dreams.”

She pointed, and Seraphel, unwillingly, saw holes in the tapestry. In…Belavierr. Something had indeed taken pieces out of that horrid mess, and the [Witch] folded it up.

“When I spoke to you, child, I looked around and found this. Not good. Something is lurking around, and it nibbled and stole my power. Do you know what? If you do, tell me and I will do you a great service. Slay an army. Poison a rival. Give you ten years or a mighty object. Tell me who stole from me. And I will strangle them and their entire line. Nothing eats at me.”

Her eyes flashed. Sasi hid behind Seraphel, and the [Princess] spoke.

“We—we have no idea what you’re speaking of, Lady Belavierr.”

“Witch! To you, little [Princess]. Do not call me lady, but [Witch].”

Wrath came for Seraphel again, and she cowered—but it was gone in a heartbeat. Belavierr stepped back and lowered a clenched hand. Then regarded it as if mystified.

“…Wrong. All wrong. I am…in pieces. I must repair. Who is nibbling at me? How? Where? That—that is not my third question.”

She stood there, and Seraphel began to hope. This ancient thing was wounded or confused! So she tightened her grip on Sasi’s arms.

“Ask your third question and begone, Witch! That’s how it works, right? Contracts and deals? Three for three. Do we get three? Oh, shit—”

“That was one.”

Belavierr turned, and her smile was unpleasant, refocused, and filled with glee. She seemed to understand this, even if she was confused about the rest.

“Seraphel? Is it like a Djinni’s three wishes?”

“I think so. That wasn’t the second, you know! What’s your third question, Witch? Then we get two.”

“That was your second.”

“That’s not fair!”

Seraphel and Sasi shouted at once, and Belavierr’s stare made them cower. The [Witch] just smiled.

“You addressed it to me directly, and I had an answer. My third question is this: have you seen my daughter? Wiskeria is her name, and—no—”

“You asked me that already! I don’t know!”

Sasi pounced this time, and it was Belavierr’s turn to scowl. Then she closed her eyes.

“A shame. Memory. The business spreads me thin. My web of false deaths nibbled at. The pact remains. Ask your third question, little Lady of the Fields, strange [Princess]. Or are you tempted to take up my offer?”

“N—”

Seraphel clapped a hand over Sasi’s mouth, and Belavierr looked actually disappointed.

“A shame. Ask, ask.”

What do you ask a [Witch]? Seraphel had no context, nor any idea of what to say. But Sasi was looking to her, and the [Princess] said the first thing that came to mind.

“Do you know why only a fraction of the ghosts of Afiele rose, Witch? Or why only Afiele’s?”

Belavierr frowned deeply.

“No. The old ways called me to the Lady of the Fields as we often strike such deals. But I only thought it had been a long time. That is your answer.”

“You didn’t do it?”

Belavierr paused as she stepped back. Then, and only then, Seraphel heard a shout.

“Raise the halls! Lady Sasi! To arms!”

Arteis. Belavierr tarried a second as she sank into the wall. Her orange eyes flicked up sardonically as ghosts poured forth. This time, Arteis howled.

“I see you, Spider! Begone!”

She raised a flaming sword, and Belavierr sneered. She flicked a hand up and stopped Ser Dalius’ strike. Blocked it with a…knitting needle? The ghost whirled back, struck—

“The deed was not mine.”

Then a dozen blades tore across the wall, shredding the old pictures of the Earls of Ovela, cutting stone—but Belavierr was gone and the Ovelian Keep up in arms. Seraphel held Sasi as the girl shuddered.

Oh, this was getting worse and worse. First a conspiracy. Then a war and [Witch]. And when the ghosts turned to her…Seraphel realized they knew her.

Thus, she first heard of the Spider of Terandria, the Stitch-Witch Belavierr. Felt her creeping around Noelictus’ lands. She was interested in Sasi. And that—that scared even Arteis.

Seraphel

In the following week, Sasi and Culin did not head back to Afiele or House Ladel’s lands. Not because the war had stopped them from travelling. Rather, it was because Seraphel stayed at the keep.

Lord Fallien and Lady Piral had begged the ghosts for their aid, but they had abstained as one. So, clearly, Fallien realized that the two children clung to Seraphel.

If she stayed, so did they. He explained it to her, reasonably, the second night when she asked why. He was a reasonable man.

She did not love him or find that horror of intimacy with a stranger any better. But the news of Belavierr and the reaction of the ghosts—and her parents—let her distract herself aside from when they met in private.

Belavierr. It was a name Seraphel thought she’d heard before. Somehow. From her parents? From whispers or…storybooks?

“She is the Spider. She was the Spider when I was a girl, and Rhir’s hells themselves are too good for her. She makes pacts with anyone desperate or foolish, and she has the power to do almost anything. The Dawn Patrol had tried to slay her.”

“As had the Order of Shadowed Blooms. Or rather—we simply knew her, not that we ever went to war with the Spider herself. We thought her dead, honestly.”

Ser Dalius and Dame Arteis regarded her completely differently. Arteis had known Belavierr was alive in her time and saw her as a great threat.

Ser Dalius had thought she was dead, but knew her like a name of myths. Arteis frowned at him.

“You were born long centuries after I, Ser Dalius. Did the Order of Shadowed Blooms truly forget such a great foe?”

He looked defensive as he stood with Seraphel, the Twins, and the children, who sat close to Duchess Grishen. The old woman’s hand was trembling as she patted Sasi’s hair. Dalimont hesitated.

“With respect, Paladin Arteis, no one had seen her for over three centuries. It would be like asking if…a Dragonlord yet lived.”

“They make themselves known, one feels.”

Arteis folded her arms, and Culin goggled at her. A Dragon? No one had seen a Dragon in—Dalius blew out his cheeks.

“So you say. But the only Dragonlord in my time I knew for a certainty who was alive or dead was the Tyrant of Jewels. Muzarre met his end. Gnolls slew him in Izril.”

“The Tyrant is dead?”

Arteis broke into a huge smile, and three of the ghosts present cheered. Seraphel raised a hand.

“Excuse me, who is that? Do you mean Az’muzarre, the Gnollish tribe?”

Dalius, the ghosts, and everyone else blinked at her.

“No, Muzarre, the Tyrant of…ah. Clever. They named themselves Az’muzarre. That means ‘Death of Muzarre’. Yet another thing we should have compared, Tombwarden. I knew him as the living foe of Izril. Sovereign King of Salazsar. That wretched deathbringer and his army of Drake minions.”

Arteis and the ghosts’ reminiscences on lost legends quickly turned back to Belavierr. Seraphel’s reservations only grew, because if there was a pecking order of great legends, it went from the mortals living in the here and now to the ghosts of Noelictus’ past—and Belavierr was older than them. An ancient evil—but one with rules, it seemed.

“The era of her striding battlefields and reaping souls ended before I was born, it seems. She makes pacts—promise her nothing, Lady Sasi. I don’t know how she slips in—she normally needs rules like a damned devil. Lord Fallien! Have you a pact with the Spider? She should not be able to step into your keep without demanding entry!”

Arteis whirled on him, and he held up his hands.

“I’ve never met any—Spider, Paladin! I swear it! Piral?”

“Not me. Nor would father deal with a [Witch]. They’re like [Necromancers]—dangerous with all the death magic in Ovela.”

The ghosts were talking. One scratched his chin.

“Perhaps an Earl of old gave her entry. She has more deals and ties than any [Pactkeeper].”

Arteis folded her arms, her eyes blazing with fury.

“Possibly. But she also appeared on Lady Sasi’s lands—we cannot leave Lady Sasi at any moment, it seems! Nowhere unguarded, or Lord Culin. Not sleeping, not even for a second. Not bathing or the privy—”

“You can’t come into the bathroom with me!”

Paladin Arteis was unmoved as Sasi shrieked in indignation.

“Would you rather meet Belavierr? She takes advantage of every weakness.”

“I doubt she’d be as scary poking out of a toilet seat.”

Dalius commented, and Culin began giggling. Seraphel held a hand over her mouth, and Arteis colored darker blue then swung about.

“Tombwarden! She is no joke!”

“Pardon, Arteis. Pardon.”

He held up his hands apologetically, and Piral shook her head.

“Well, if she’s gone—is she an agent of Ailendamus, perhaps? Could they have hired her?”

“Woe to us if they did. And if they paid her—she’d have the power to raze this entire keep. Though they’d pay a thousand innocent souls for the least of her tricks.”

Arteis’ words were dark and ominous, and Seraphel shuddered with everyone else, but it was fairly clear that Belavierr was not aiding Baron Digneral, and so Fallien stood with a sigh.

“Well, we have a war to win. Even if we can’t assault his fortifications—Piral, we have to keep his patrols from burning the farmlands and salvage what we can.”

“—You’re going back to war?”

Seraphel was mildly incredulous. A [Witch] of legends in their midst—but Lord Fallien gave her a smile.

“Your Highness—Seraphel—I’m focused on mortal men. Ghosts? Witches? Better leave that for [Mages] and their like. An army of [Soldiers]—now that I can deal with.”

——

The issue of Belavierr did not stop there, of course. Over the course of the day, the ghosts searched everywhere for her, but with little hope of finding her trail.

As for Duchess Grishen, she uttered a warning of her own when Fallien had gone. Piral was reassuring Sasi.

“I don’t know about guards in privies, but you have the might of Ovela’s keep. I assume that [Witch] can still be fought?”

“You’d be wise never to try, Piral. Nor is she the mysterious dead woman you think. If you ever meet her—hear her out and send her on her way. Better women than you or I have fallen to her trap.”

Piral, Sasi, and Seraphel turned.

“—You’ve met her. Grishen! Did you—?”

“I have made no pact with that [Witch]!”

Grishen snapped, but her hands shook as she held onto the mace. She took a deep breath, then looked at Seraphel.

“Your mother will know of her. Most [Ladies] of my age have met that Witch. In their dreams, at their door, or in places like a private study. She meets you once—offers you what you wish for. Often, you can’t hope of meeting her price. But even if you could—refuse her. Likely, that will be your only encounter, Piral. I’ve only heard of someone ever meeting her—twice. Sasi, you’ve already stepped into dangerous territory, so say nothing to her next time.”

“She approaches you? [Ladies] of Noelictus, you mean?”

“No. [Ladies]. The class the world over. Royalty too, I suspect.”

Grishen’s voice was rough, and Sasi looked up at the old woman.

“What did she offer you, Grishen? She said—she said she could bring my parents back. But I couldn’t give her what she wanted.”

Piral’s face froze, and Seraphel hugged Sasi tightly. The old woman closed her eyes. She gripped the girl’s shoulder tightly and knelt to meet her eyes.

“That monster would offer it. You were brave, Sasi. And believe me—it wouldn’t have been—nothing good comes from deals with Belavierr. Nothing. As for what she offered me—she came to me when I was sixty. She offered me youth, all the second chances we foolish women want. Dreams. She always offers you the worst thing, the thing you want if she knows it.”

Youth. Beauty. Seraphel shuddered, and now she really did see.

“Will she come to me, do you think, Grishen?”

The old [Lady] glanced up. She had heard Sasi and Seraphel recount the tale.

“Possibly. Though from what she said, she barely recognizes Calanferian royalty. It may be she doesn’t think Calanfer is old enough.”

Piral threw up her hands at that.

“Old enough! Fallien is right. I’m not for these tales, but I appreciate the warning. At least it seems she’s more interested in women than men. Hah! If she was offering deals to [Lords] and idiots, Terandria would have sunk into the sea long ago! Princess—Lady Sasi—let me know if that [Witch] shows her face. Until then, off I go.”

——

As it turned out, even her parents knew of Belavierr. When Seraphel reported her encounter—not the specifics with Sasi or the ghosts and the other oddities—she received a swift reply.

‘Stay away from her. We will take whatever steps may be taken. Do not speak to her. *Offer her nothing.**’*

Nothing more, nothing less. Seraphel felt a chill run down her spine. Then—she settled into her routine at the Ovelian Keep.

Oh, she was jumpy for days after that with Sasi and tried not to leave her or Culin’s side. But after nigh on a week of fighting, she was used to the Hammer of Ovela thumping in her sleep.

Used to a routine far less pleasant than Menorome—aside from the children. So it balanced itself, or perhaps Seraphel found a new way to keep from growing mad.

Here was her routine. It went—Fallien in the mornings, breakfasting with him and his squabbling sister and hearing news of the war, arguments with the ghosts, and then they headed out to battle. The rest of the day was filled with Culin and Sasi or trying to make sense of the keep, writing to Cara—managing and speaking to Elena—and it was rather pleasant.

Then came dinner, Lord Fallien, and often, Seraphel would rise after he fell into a deep, exhausted slumber from the day’s toils.

So—nightmare, pleasantness, nightmare, sleep.

Not a bad nightmare, even. She’d had worse, and regardless of what her mother thought, she could act well enough in bed or socializing with him that he seemed to think she was happy enough.

Seraphel grew into the habit of walking late at night and taking intermittent baths. Fallien was a reasonable man. He was also young enough that they were sexually intimate at least once a day. Sometimes he would come back, go racing out as his followers made ribald jokes and his sister insulted him from the side.

Seraphel was only glad Culin, at least, was oblivious to it all, and everyone else was mostly just silent.

It was a [Princess]’ duty. And again, it was usually quick, and she fooled Fallien into thinking she at least enjoyed it. But a ghost Seraphel became, again and again.

At least one person noticed her change of mood. Ser Dalimont often had Mariel, Thistel and the Thronebearers dancing attendance on her as soon as the Twins left the keep. But she didn’t want much from them—and dismissed him to perform his duties.

What few they were, really. Now that she was married—he’d either be reassigned or serve her as long as she needed or until he or she tired of it and a new group of Thronebearers and servants came to her aid.

If anything, Seraphel might ask him to become her own personal [Knight], and it would confer on him a little authority. Prestige at being the 4th Princess’ ‘champion’—and possibly a chance for promotion in time.

She just didn’t know if he actually wanted to live in Noelictus, following her around. She hoped…he did.

He was not a poor [Knight]. Well, he wasn’t good at fighting, but he, like her, had changed since Afiele. The sense he was just ‘doing his duty’ was gone, and he did seem concerned about her and Cara, and she found Dalimont was more interesting in the Ovelian Keep.

For one thing, he had begun training with Fallien’s men—and with the ghosts in private!

——

The sight of Ser Dalimont out of armor, retreating as he tried to fend off a spirited attack by the ghost with the halberd, made her giggle uncontrollably, and Seraphel only stopped laughing when she saw how embarrassed he looked.

“Your Highness—”

“Don’t begrudge him, Princess of Calanfer. He fights well—for a young man who’s not seen his first war.”

Mustrec had agreed to teach a number of people eager to learn from him. He was not using a sword—but to see Dalimont being pressed by the lazy ghost, Seraphel had to assume it was a lesson enough.

“I’m ashamed to admit it, Your Highness, Sir Mustrec, but I am a poor example of a [Knight], even for modern times. Thronebearers…are not thought of as the best. In fact, we might be tied for worst with the Order of Haegris.”

“Come now, Ser Dalimont. You look good at, er, swordplay. I’ve seen Thronebearers sparring in courts.”

The ghost, Mustrec, coughed, and Seraphel’s attempts at boosting Dalimont’s prestige backfired. The [Knight] hung his head.

“If you will allow me the chance, I will at least train to improve.”

“That’s the spirit! You have potential, lad. Come, and let’s not slack off. If your [Princess] laughing at you can weaken your arms, you’ll be in trouble when you fight your first Troll alone! Their breath could knock the wind out of you—”

Back Dalimont went, and Seraphel watched until he got sent sprawling by one of Mustrec’s blows. Well, at least he was doing something.

And to be fair, the Thronebearers were making themselves useful. Lord Fallien and Lady Piral had assessed the capabilities of her bodyguards and politely refrained from getting them killed in the fighting…and also because they would not have been much of an asset compared to Ovela’s experienced troops.

However, the Twins came back one day to find three men and women from their staff in chains. Much to their delight, once Dame Neranthei showed them evidence all three were spies.

“Your Thronebearers are good at covert actions? That’s a boon! Fallien, I’d have made you marry into Calanfer years ago if we knew that! How do they…catch [Rogues]?”

Piral was skeptical as Dame Neranthei’s armor was spotless, and she was about as stealthy as a glowing lantern at midnight. But the Thronebearer just bowed to Piral.

“Bookkeeping, Lady Piral. We have gone through the staff’s pay ledgers, and one member of staff was considerably richer than his wages indicated. In addition, we spotted another sneaking about the keep when she was on her break. The last was simply sending [Messages] out every time they left the keep so your [Battlemages] didn’t notice.”

“And you saw all that? How?”

“We watch.”

What was a Thronebearer to do all day other than watch? They stood at attention, and many people took them to be stupid [Knights] waiting for their [Princess] to sneeze so they could fetch out a handkerchief. Or a genteel [Knight] who’d buy a round for everyone and sit there.

Listening.

Well, Seraphel also happened to know that her [Knights] were putting down ward spells, even doing things like counting how many times someone used a gate, searching for hidden caches, or identifying bits of suspicious magic around.

That made Fallien and Piral happy, and it seemed like between keeping Baron Digneral’s spies at bay and training, they too were levelling up.

Seraphel was the useless one. Seraphel was the ghost—and one of the ghosts did notice her changing condition.

——

Culin and Sasi did need lessons, and Seraphel was no great tutor. Calanfer hired tutors, and so did Grishen, so Seraphel had just made baked almond bars with Culin and Sasi, and she was washing off her hands.

Then she stood there, staring at nothing, and waiting for the children to finish their lesson. Seraphel walked aimlessly around the inner keep—she avoided the study, and the [Servants] bowed to her when they saw her.

“Your Majesty.”

“Can I get anything for Your Highness…?”

“Does Your Majesty want—?”

They didn’t even know how to address her. Seraphel wasn’t too interested in having them trained up, either. She knew her older sisters whipped a household into order, but what was the point?

Fallien is likely to let me go to Menorome or Afiele soon. When I do, I can have a smaller household. Though he may want me to be close.

Did Aielef actually arrange with her husband to have an open marriage? Or does she just cheat on him and expect him to do the same? I bet she arranged it. Fallien will have to grow tired of me. Maybe he’ll be loyal.

Did men ever lose that interest in sex? Not her first two husbands…Seraphel heard more servants greeting her. Mariel and Thistel normally stopped them from bothering her, but they were cleaning up the cooking mess. Mariel was rapidly showing her new class’ worth. Culin loved the free box of sweets she could conjure up. It wasn’t always sweets, either. Sometimes it was just a spicy little snack of baked nuts mixed with a dip, or dried pieces of fruit.

It was not the most earth-shattering Skill ever, but on the other hand…she could create a box of free snacks every single day. Far more valuable than Seraphel. Seraphel hadn’t levelled up aside from getting married. Again. That was a [Princess] thing to do.

“Your Majesty.”

“Your Highness Marquin.”

“Ser Knight.”

…What was that last one? Seraphel turned and nearly leapt out one of the windows.

Ser Dalius, the ghost, was walking behind her. He grabbed for her before she could tumble out the window, and Dame Neranthei rushed forwards to grab her.

“I am terribly sorry, Your Highness—”

“I—not at all! I just didn’t see you!”

The ghost’s hands were cold, but not freezing, and he let go and bowed.

“I apologize. I was hoping I could take some of your time, Your Highness. But you seemed lost in thought. May I speak? I once again apologize profusely for my discourtesy.”

“Of course. Is Culin—?”

Dalius smiled.

“Someone else is watching over him. Fear not, Your Highness.”

“You may call me Seraphel, Ser Dalius. That is—we know each other decently well, and you are Cara’s friend. How can I help you?”

Dalius offered her a slow bow, his ancient armor twining with vines and flowers, and he looked at Seraphel once before averting his eyes.

“You simply seemed bored, Your Highness. I wondered if conversation might spark your spirits. I am a humble [Knight] of older Noelictus, but if you should ever care for company, I would be happy to fill the hours of the night conversing.”

He had noticed her walking around at night. Seraphel turned red—and then realized that of all people—the ghost had no judgment. His eyes were sympathetic, and Seraphel held out a hand.

“Thank you, Ser Dalius. You know, I have never spoken to you one-on-one, despite our mutual friend in Cara. I suppose it was company. Culin does love his questions of Dragons and such.”

“I believe I’ve told him about fighting Ogres a hundred times. If I am odious—”

“Not at all. You know, I never did ask—the Order of Shadowed Blooms is defunct—I’m sorry, that is rude.”

Dalius shook his head with only the moment’s pause of sadness.

“Not at all, Your Highness. We were always a small Order, and if I may be honest, in hindsight, we were declining even when I was a member. I was one of the better [Knights] in my Order, which shows you how we were no longer at full strength. The tradition of [Knights] remains—that gives me hope.”

She began walking with him, and suddenly Seraphel was interested again, ironically in the presence of that ghost.

“What…may I ask what the Order of Shadowed Blooms did? What was their speciality? Most Orders have a theme, like the Order of Seasons and their auras and Spring Knights and so on.”

“Those showoffs are still around?”

Dalius huffed, and Serphel blinked and then covered a smile.

“Are they—objectionable to you?”

“Only insofar that if the Order of Shadowed Blooms were to fall, they should—no, that would be crass of me. Of course they survived. Not every [Knight] Order gets to camp in the ruins of a half-Elven fortress. I apologize. They were always slightly smug to us, Your Highness. My Order was, as you may guess, often affiliated with motifs of nature and flowers, and the Order of Seasons used to claim they watered and fed our blooming [Knights] with their precious weather powers.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Nevermind that the [Druids] my Order was friendly with hated them for causing the weather to run amok. I was never much for the spirit of the Order, but I practiced a few humble crafts. One of my flower arrangements once won great praise from a Drathian…[Princess] I think was her class, or the equivalent thereof. But that was my finest creation.”

“You arrange flowers?”

She was astonished—and Ser Dalius smiled wanly.

“Arrange, not grow, Your Highness. My creations were called ‘technical’, ‘logical’, and ‘pattern-focused’ by the Guildmistress. None of those were compliments. Have you not heard of [Knights] taking up the arts?”

“Yes, but—that is so incredible! Not many [Knights] are that finely gifted. Why, Thronebearers can sing, dance, debate—but few of them have that level of skill. I know a Ser Lormel that my youngest sister loves because he can cook very well, but that’s all.”

“Hmm. The arts were always cultivated in my day. Dame Arteis eschews art and fought without end most of her life, but a [Knight] could level by pursuing their own virtuous arts. Speaking of which—may I trouble you, Princess Seraphel, to ask about other Knight Orders still extant? I would bother Ser Dalimont, but I fear he dislikes me. Possibly we have a similar name and Lord Fallien keeps confusing the two of us?”

Seraphel shook her head at once.

“You intimidate him. I believe he compares himself to you and finds himself wanting in any regard.”

“Really? I’m not much.”

So said the [Knight] who had cut down an undead giant and known Dragons, or at least been in their times. Dalius was self-effacing where Arteis was not, and he hesitated.

“This Order of Haegris he mentioned…?”

“Oh, Haggle-Knights. They’re a funny lot.”

“Haggle-Knights? What do they do?”

Like that, Seraphel found she had a friend in the Ovelian Keep. Ser Dalius was the first male friend she’d had…

Well, ever, probably. [Knights] sworn to protect her didn’t count, and a [Princess] had to be careful with any man she talked with in a friendly way.

But Dalius was dead. And it turned out the dead had a lot to say.

——

Lord Fallien hardly begrudged Seraphel talking with a ghost. Indeed, he seemed rather relieved when she brought up Dalius being her companion.

Perhaps he’d also been wondering how loyal his bride-of-convenience might be. Well, Seraphel had given no one any time in Menorome, and she hadn’t really intended on that kind of thing.

But Dalius was a freedom from even that issue. He made Seraphel’s own sickheartedness become far less of an issue, much to her people’s relief.

“You’re eating again, Your Highness.”

“I always eat, Thistel.”

Seraphel shot back after two days over a meal as Ser Dalius placed flowers he’d found outside the Ovelian keep into a vase. Culin and Sasi were watching as the [Knight] adjusted their position.

“You would bend them, you see, and have a variety. Even wires to hold them in place. This is simple, Lady Sasi—”

“It’s so pretty, Ser Dalius! Do you have a Skill? Oh…I heard you had none. I’m sorry.”

Dalius visibly brightened and shook his head.

“It turns out that was another gift, a small ritual that I was never taught to restore my abilities. Once again, Arteis taught me how to regain my power. I am ten times the warrior I was, both in combat and culture. I should not be using them frivolously, but—”

He winked.

“—Just a small one that we shall keep secret, eh? [Flowers, Smile for Me].”

And each one winked open, the closed buds of wilting fall flowers turning bright and vibrant. Even for gloomy Noelictus—there was more than a hint of color as he arranged them, creating a checkerwork pattern.

“Your Highness?”

“…I can see why you were called technically competent, Ser Dalius.”

She couldn’t resist the jibe, and his face fell. Seraphel ignored Culin and Sasi booing her.

“Oh come now! He’s just alternating colors! Culin, don’t you dare, young man! Don’t throw your napkin at me!”

However, she laughed, and she finished eating, and Thistel sighed in relief. Seraphel rolled her eyes at the notion she had ever been underfed. Though she had to admit, she had noticed she was looking slim, even by her mother’s standards, in the mirror for a bit. But that was the eternal difficulty of [Princesses], and her [Maids] should have been cheering her on. Usually, to lose weight, Seraphel needed a dieting tonic from an [Alchemist].

The benefits of talking with Ser Dalius was more than just comparing their times, though. Seraphel realized she truly wasn’t like what he’d expected when they were touring the battlements.

Ser Dalimont was marching ahead of them, and there was no danger of an attack; it seemed the Twins had razed one of Digneral’s camps, and so they were winning today—good moods in Lord Fallien and Piral compared to when they were spitting curses and arguing after a loss.

“You know, Your Highness Seraphel, I am grateful I worked up the nerve to ask if you would speak. Calanfer must be a wonderful place.”

“Oh? How do you picture the Eternal Throne?”

She smiled, and Dalius, who had never heard it actually described, or knew the secret of what it really was, gave it considerable thought.

“I should imagine it’s a place of sunshine and light. Of frank, informally social folk, and the [Kings] who’d walk into a tavern and drink with the common folk and wrestle pigs in the mud. Like Eribatthe, the Kingdom of Myths, which I’m assured still exists.”

Seraphel and Dalimont began laughing at the idea, and Dalius raised his brows.

“No?”

“You have sunshine and light, but the rest? Oh, Ser Dalius! You are a jokester. Calanfer is the famous kingdom of diplomats! We’re considered the best socialites, and my father wrestling a pig? He might go into a tavern, but he’s the most traditional [King] you might meet! King Itreimedes of Avel is far better suited to your description!”

Avel had been around when Dalius was alive, and he frowned deeply.

“Truly? I can’t speak to each [King], but I thought you were the most…informal [Princess] I’ve ever met. You’re so down-to-earth and casual. Your parlance, Seraphel, is practically like any other commoner’s I grew up with as a boy.”

Ser Dalimont turned his head as Seraphel’s mouth opened. She and he stared at Dalius as he gave her an earnest smile, thinking he was complimenting her. Dalimont kept walking, hit the edge of the battlements, and actually went over them.

“Dead gods! He’s fallen off the—”

“Someone save the [Knight]!”

Seraphel rushed over to the battlements and saw Dalimont lying thirty feet below, groaning. Then she turned.

“Me? Informal?”

“Dead gods! He went over that waist-high piece of stone! What was he thinking? Is he alright?”

Dalius dove down and then floated back up.

“Wait—you are incredibly informal, Your Highness. Why, you don’t even insist on your royal title, you neglect the royal ‘we’, your etiquette is completely informal, and I should have been lambasted for even approaching you without seeking an audience first. You’re completely…plebian. In a refreshing way we ghosts appreciate. The world truly is different after our sleep.”

He smiled at her. And Seraphel?

She had never been more offended in her life.

——

The next day, Seraphel saw off Lord Fallien. He was rushing out the door to stymie Lord Digneral.

“We’re going to dam the river up and wash half his troops away—if Piral can keep him off us long enough.”

“Me? You’re the one who can’t stop that Mirror Knight!”

“I don’t see you rushing to challenge him—”

He was halfway out of the room when Ser Dalius politely barred his way.

“Lord Fallien, I don’t believe it’s customary even in this age to forget saying a word to—your wife?”

“Oh. Right. ”

Fallien stared at Dalius, then, flustered, he looked over at Seraphel.

“I’m sorry, Seraph—what happened to your hair?”

The [Princess] was sitting up in her chair as Sasi, Thistel, and several members of the keep admired her. Her red hair, the same color as wine or the starburst of sun as evening fell, was dotted with flowers.

She’d arranged it herself and had long gloves that laced up just below the elbows on, white, with the faintest indentations visible. Her dress was a summer’s green, and she looked like a flower-[Princess]. She had put on makeup with Mariel’s help, and she made both Fallien and Piral turn and stare.

When she tried, a [Princess] could make a splash. Even her wedding attire hadn’t stood out as much. Seraphel turned her head, and her smile struck Fallien just above the heart.

“Lady Piral, Fallien. I wish you success in battle.”

“Er—thank you.”

Both of them bowed, and Dalius snorted softly. Seraphel turned red.

——

“It’s a good attempt, but everything you do is still…”

“If you say commonfolk, I will find a way to hit you. I have been trained by the world’s finest [Queen] in the art of—sitting and looking dignified!”

“…Maybe. I doubt Drath would agree, even today. It still exists, right?”

Dalius and Seraphel quarreled—or rather, she got mad and he was making something. She stomped around him, and he fiddled with some cloth, wood slats, and fletcher’s glue.

“There is no way you can make something that will ‘enhance my image’ with that. It stinks. You’re using scraps of wood and old dresses of mine.”

“Dignity is in how you use it, not how you speak. Thees and thous are part of the art, Your Royal Highness. You employ it like someone who knows the steps of a dance, but not why you dance.”

She lifted a trembling finger.

“I shall have Halberdier Mustrec teach you a lesson, Dalius. Ghosts can hit other ghosts. Either prove your words or—”

He unfolded the parasol he’d made, and Seraphel stopped. The [Knight] had carved a central hole for a piece of wood, and if he pushed, the slats of wood placed in a circle opened and the cloth he’d layered over the parasol stretched.

He’d made…a parasol. With his bare hands and scraps! Dame Neranthei choked. Seraphel stared as each color—from old dresses—spiraled around as Dalius twirled it. It may not have been the finest coordination of color—but it was a pattern that gently shifted from color to color.

Dalius spun the parasol, then shaved a bit of wood off the handle. He stood straight and tall and looked at her.

“This is how you stand. Your posture is good, and if I give you this parasol, you hold it. Perhaps you can twirl it and look fine aesthetically.”

He mimed the motion. Then the [Knight of Shadowed Blooms] shook his head.

“But I did see the [Princess] of Noelictus, once, holding a parasol from Drath in the crook of one arm as she sat on the steps of the Palace of Twilight, playing a harp to greet the dawn. A [Painter] saw her there and locked himself in his study for four days and nights without eating to capture the artwork. You should look for it if you visit the palace.”

“Anyone can move a [Painter] to ooze all over a canvas.”

Seraphel managed a reply. Dalius raised his brows.

“Really? You show me how you’d do it. Then I’ll copy her.”

Seraphel took the parasol and felt like a proper fool as she tried to put on the most sensual and elegant pose. Thistel tried not to smile; Dalius covered his mouth, and she glared.

She realized he often did hide his smile or laughter with a hand. He took the parasol back—and then closed it.

“Well? I’m waiting for your fancy pose.”

She had tried to stretch out, one knee raised, parasol resting along her neck as she turned her head back and then to the side, like a model posing for the unseen viewer. Dalius was still standing like a tall statue, and she was about to lay into him. But then the [Knight] adjusted how he stood, turned—

…It was about how you walked, after all. No, it wasn’t just that.

Ielane was a master of form. She had instilled perfect posture into her children, and they could easily bow to a [Marquis] and to a [Duke], and tell you what the difference in how deeply you inclined your head was, or find the nuances in a single step, a flicker of an eye, and more.

However, Dalius’ movements were also refined, but they were accompanied by something that Seraphel realized she had never trained.

And that was emotion. He stood as the parasol twirled, balanced upon one finger, then snatched it down and strolled forwards. Thistel caught her breath, and Seraphel thought she could almost see it.

If she had seen him walking like that down the Eternal Throne’s streets, petals of flowers falling behind him, on a day of autumn, she would have had her breath taken away. He looked around, panning his head slowly, and more than his admittedly good looks, more than the twirling parasol of colors, his posture—

He seemed at peace. And that—

That was what they called grace.

——

Every [Prince] and [Princess] of Terandria would have hesitated if they had to go up in a war for style with Ser Dalius.

Not that he was perfect. He turned, blushed when he saw Thistel and Seraphel staring, and lowered the parasol sheepishly.

“That was showing off, wasn’t it? Cara would tear me to shreds if she saw me try it. She knows the trick I’m badly pulling off. To tell you the truth, I’m embarrassed that I never showed her my better side.”

“You…I never knew you could do that!”

He exhaled softly.

“Cara found me after centuries…longer, I fear, of isolation. I went truly mad for a while. I was arranging mouse bones into piles by the end of it—then I just sat. The first hundred years I counted, I kept myself sane by sitting and meditating. After that, I just counted mice. But only now have I regained some of my—composure and talents besides swinging a sword.”

He gave her a rueful smile.

“You have reminded me a [Knight] is more than a blade, Your Highness. We did learn how to perform admirably at court. As I said—you are a delightful [Princess]. Just not the most refined one I’ve ever met.”

“Would you—teach me how to do that?”

She bit her lip. She hated to admit it, but Dalius had a knowledge of both foreign etiquette—like Drathian customs, something even Calanfer struggled with—and flower arrangement and more. He was surprised.

“I am not that—”

“Oh, shut up. I am considered a very good dancer in Calanfer. If you can out-dance me—I’ll wager Noelictus’ old styles are far different than now.”

He hesitated as Thistel clapped her hands, and he coughed.

“It would be unseemly—oh, wait. I am dead, and you’re plebian. Very well. I did used to know a magical dance, even if I could only pull it off one in a thousand times.”

“A…magical dance?”

Ser Dalius laughed then. Until he realized she and Thistel truly had no idea what he was talking about.

“A dance that conjures magic. Your Highness. You can joke with me, but—you are joking, right? Do you people not even know how to dance? A child could do it.”

She put her hands on her hips since she couldn’t kick him in the shins. Seraphel looked at Dalius and held out a hand.

“Show me?”

——

Dalimont knew what she was doing.

Mariel knew what was in her mistress’ heart. Dead gods, most of the Calanferians noticed. If Grishen did—well, Culin and Sasi didn’t see Seraphel as much with Dalius, and Culin only complained that Dalius wasn’t always by his side.

Dalimont didn’t say anything for a long time. It wasn’t as if Seraphel was doing anything wrong.

Was it wrong to learn how to dance from a ghost? Even Ielane would have admitted that Ser Dalius could have taken the floor with her Thronebearers.

“Did they do everything better back in the day?”

“Say rather, we were all born in a time before these Creler Wars ravaged your world, Your Highness. When you have a Vault of Evergrowth that feeds folk, a [Farmer] has the time to learn to dance. When the Dancer of Izril could charm even Dragons, of course everyone learns a magical dance. She was barely fifteen when I died of sickness, and they already called her the talent of the age. I fear the Creler Wars broke out soon after that, you know.”

“Really?”

Dalius had never dated his death before, but the [Knight] had been using books and consulting with Dalimont, who had queried Calanfer’s libraries. He exhaled.

“The Dancer of Izril died in the Creler Wars when they broke out. Your records go back just around then—and though they are incomplete, my Knight Order was one that perished in the war, along with much of Noelictus. The palace destroyed. Ghosts…I wonder why they did not rise. Something may have been wrong, even then. But I remember Rhir’s hell as being fallow, untended. Arteis remembers a great foe there. The Infernal Court she battled against.”

“Dead gods. So you’re six thousand years old. At least! Wait, noble houses colonizing…you might have been over ten thousand years old! Fourteen thousand!”

Dalius looked pained.

“I wish I had not died of plague. I would have been able to fight—! No, if I was that far removed, perhaps I could have simply made them more ready for what was to come. To hear you speak of it, that was a threat every hand was needed for. Alas, I woke as a ghost and sat in my tomb without knowing a war was going on.”

They were stepping around, and he was showing her a pattern so complicated Seraphel, used to memorizing routines, kept messing up.

“And a child could do this?”

“If they wanted to learn—yes. And any child who sees this dance will want to do it. You underestimate children, Seraphel. Ah, the Dancer!”

He closed his eyes, saddened. Seraphel glanced up at him.

“I don’t remember her from my history of the Creler Wars. You never met her.”

“No, but I saw pictures. A few things your world has in this age are—mage-pictures, better [Scrying] spells, and healing potions. They were so rare even a [Knight] like myself wouldn’t have access to one easily.”

“Really.”

He nodded soberly.

“Sickness after being wounded or bleeding out killed many [Knights] I knew. I was astonished when I learnt how common they are. That alone makes this time better—but the Dancer. I am just sad to hear of it, Seraphel. You know, she went to Rhir to fight and died there.”

“That’s…tragic. She was no fighter.”

“No. But her death galvanized many nations to fight when they were watching their borders. I read that the Dragonlords, the last four, flew to Rhir to honor her. The Dragonlords of War, Wind, Flame, and Sea. Even the Silver Knight of Byres. The world seems smaller, sometimes, now you say there are no more Giants, no more Dragons flying left and right.”

“There are Demons on Rhir.”

He nodded, eyes lost in age and memory.

“Then perhaps there’s still evil the likes of which Arteis fought. I should like to see them.”

She shuddered and, even now, felt a chill akin to Belavierr’s presence run down her back.

“You are a brave man—likely because you have no body left to lose, Ser Dalius. The Demon King and his Deaths…are the most terrifying entities held back only by the Blighted Kingdom. If there is a war anywhere worthy of you and your ghosts, it would be them.”

He stopped, and she nearly walked through him a second.

“Yes. That would be a use for us. Arteis has demanded some of us go from the first day. But I—this war with Ailendamus is against a nation I do not know. Skirmish, rather, but we have been thinking—arguing—about what to do.”

She looked up at him in the private room they were using to practice and blinked.

“You’ve been arguing?”

“Nonstop. What, do you think we were immune to the suffering of Ovela? But we are wary of repeating the follies of old Noelictus—and yet the Twins are laboring against that Baron. He is…a more dangerous man than I was in life. We are sworn to Noelictus as well as Afiele. But there is a question, to me at least, where to spend our might.”

Dalius confessed his worries, and Seraphel bit her lip.

“You would be a fearsome army on the field, Ser Dalius. But I do not think that is what you wish to be.”

“Arteis is the warrior eternal. I? I know ghosts can die. Magic nearly ended me at the Tomb of Afiele—we are not immortal. But we should—must—spend our lives well. I am the authority, it seems, but Arteis is my senior and a greater ghost. So—I am heeding her words too. What do you think we should do?”

Seraphel lifted her hands and laughed sadly.

“Dalius—I don’t even know what I should do. I just got married, and I’ve fulfilled my duties. I am a silly, plebian [Princess]. You have no constraints upon you.”

He looked at her and touched her cheek—then drew away.

“Only honor and duty and rightness, Your Highness.”

“Ah. Well. Besides that, I mean.”

He turned away, troubled, and she felt her heart fluttering as Thistel watched. Then Dalius took her hand, and they stepped across the ground—and Dame Neranthei, and the servants of Calanfer looked on.

“Fine, it’s more gracious than even the courts back home. I’ve never seen…”

Mariel whispered, her voice torn as they stepped across the floor. Thistel just looked at Seraphel and Dalius. She was wiping at her eyes. As if seeing something better than the Eternal Throne captured in the faint blue light of the [Knight] and the black dress the [Princess] wore.

Shadows and light, swirling on the floor, leaving a trail of faint dancing light that opened like blossoms. The [Maid] whispered.

“It’s beautiful.”

[Gloomy Princess Level 20!]

[Skill – Shadow Step learned!]

[Skill – Dance of the Midnight Blooms obtained!]

——

Then came blood and fire. Then the Baron of Ailendamus pushed over the river with three fresh battalions, and Seraphel was reminded Ovela was at war.

She saw him for the first time, the [Baron of the Mirror Lands], as she stood on Ovela’s Keep. The Hammer of Ovela roared, again and again, but the thing she had taken for granted, thunder and fury from the skies—

It couldn’t hold him back.

He was astride a stallion of his own, surrounded by [Soldiers] bearing those bright, polished-mirror shields. They advanced, and she saw the man who could hold back the Twins.

Not just hold back, even—Piral reached him as Fallien’s vanguard broke through Ailendamus’ center. They were being enfolded on both sides in a way even the [Princess] could see.

Drell Knights, armored in glass. Crossbows snapping, and Ovelian men and women falling left and right as those Greatbows tore up the ground.

She was sick—Culin and Sasi were below, forbidden from seeing it.

“And this is how Ovela’s been fighting? For six years?”

The horror-struck [Princess] turned her head, unable to believe this was the state of Ailendamus and Noelictus. However, Grishen replied steadily.

“It is not. This is the Baron playing his full hand. It’s gone the Twins’ way most of the time. This is a slaughter.”

Ser Dalimont was observing the battle as Neranthei held up a shield, on the off-chance an arrow reached the battlements from there.

“They’ve nearly reached the Baron. If they can kill him, his army may fold. His Skills empower the troops. Those shields, his authority—all stem from his class and levels. If he dies—”

Grishen growled.

“If. Piral and Fallien are considered the two best halberd-users in Noelictus. Ghost Mustrec, how do you rate the Baron compared to our Twins?”

They all turned to the old [Royal Halberdier]. The old man was tellingly silent. He spoke slowly, tugging at his ghostly beard.

“The Twins are fierce, talented children. Yonder lies a better fighter than I.”

He pointed—and Seraphel’s heart sank as they reached Digneral.

It wasn’t a duel. For one thing, Fallien and Piral were jostling to get at him. One would charge in with their personal troops, and the other would flank their assault. They tried to coordinate—but Digneral’s troops rushed to defend him.

Piral got there first, though, and her halberd swung down with crushing force—and bounced off Digneral’s mirror-shield. He riposted, his blade slashing across her armor so fast it cut through the enchanted mail.

Fallien was next. He leapt up, and Seraphel heard Dalimont whisper.

“[Bravery’s Leap]. [Untargetable Leader]. [Thunderous Blow]—”

No arrows were aimed up at Fallien, and the [Baron] set himself. When the blow fell on him, his horse screamed, and he went over.

“Yes!”

Ovela cheered as Fallien dropped him—but the [Baron] had sent Fallien flying with a blow of his own. The [Lord] rolled, engulfed by the fighting, and Piral charged back in to finish the deed. Seraphel saw the [Baron] rise, and his sword gleamed—

“Oh no.”

She heard the roar of sound and then silence. And the [Baron] shook blood off his blade as the Twins faltered. The ghosts stared at Ser Dalius, and Dame Arteis ground her teeth.

“This is Noelictus’ might? Ser Dalius!”

“Not yet.”

“I can abide no longer!”

The ghosts quarreled, and Dalius hesitated. Digneral was routing Ovela. His forces fell on the fleeing [Soldiers] as the Twins scrambled back in full retreat.

Digneral

The [Thunderous Blow] from the leaping Lord Fallien knocked him flat. He tasted blood and dirt in his mouth as he landed on the ground.

“Got him! Piral!”

They fought well together. Two Level 30+ nobles. But foolishly. He hadn’t expected the [Lord] to leap like that. He could have been speared as he came down, and they had hit his vanguard and sacrificed their army to do it.

He had nothing but contempt for their self-serving styles. Ovela was poor because they couldn’t do more than war.

—But he had forgotten they were still dangerous. Digneral rose as she came a-hunting, unmounted, her halberd spinning up.

“This is your end, Digneral!”

Piral screamed. Frustration in her voice from weeks of being bested by his slow advance and a real force of Ailendamus pushing into their lands. Small wonder the capital hadn’t put the army into her hands.

He had hoped they would, and [Hunters] too. If so, he had been ready to bleed Noelictus of their best. They made much of the Hunter’s Guild—

Piral was coming. Digneral was ready. He lifted his sword, and he had more than one Skill to use—but contempt? Ah, yes. He had the perfect thing to teach the Twins a lesson.

“[Copy Skill: Thunderous Blow].”

He swung it right back at her. All of her brother’s might—and more.

Thunderclap. He saw Piral hit the ground as his ears stopped ringing from the force of their blades meeting. She rolled, and he would have captured her or finished her off, but he’d sent her straight back at her forces.

“Dead gods! He’s—”

Fallien was getting up, woozy, and Digneral checked his mount. The poor animal was down, possibly with broken bones from the crash.

“Healing potion. Reform your lines.”

His bodyguard surrounded him. Digneral mounted a second steed as Fallien and Piral hesitated. He half-hoped they’d charge, but they did the smart thing.

“[Mark Target]! Fire the Hammer of Ovela!”

Fallien howled, and Digneral looked up. He heard the thunderclap in the distance and saw a distant object shake. Then—seconds later—

A stake came hurtling down at him from the skies. This was the terror of Ailendamus’ soldiers and why he had failed so long to take Ovela completely.

Mostly because he wanted the Hammer of Ovela, and if they moved it out of his range…Digneral sighed. To his bodyguard’s credit, they only shifted as they saw it hurtling down on him from above.

Normally, he had barrier spells or was fighting too far for the trick to work. He’d just move out of the way. Now? Digneral was done playing games.

Time for a capstone Skill. He lifted his shield overhead and called out.

“[Bound Spell: Mirror of the Heavens]!”

Piral stared at him. She had never seen him use this Skill. She thought she had his measure. He heard her turn to her brother and ask.

“What did he just—”

The mirror that appeared overhead was fifteen feet tall and half as wide. It was made of whirling air and winds, and light flashed as it hovered in the sky. The bolt from the Hammer of Ovela struck it—

And it bounced straight into Ovela’s lines.

Carnage. At this range Digneral could aim the bolt, and he sent it spinning horizontally through as many [Soldiers] as he could before it halted.

Possibly a hundred died, and he resolved this to be the last. Once Ovela was his, he would let the populace recover—and make sure they knew that they had only died like dogs due to their incompetent [Lord] and [Lady]’s pride. Doubtless, he would not be the one who ruled it.

The butcher comes before the seeds of better tomorrow. Each to their own.

“Retreat! Get to the keep! Get to the—”

“Run them down. Where is Knight Ouren?”

Digneral turned as the Twins fled. His soldiers tried to pursue, but the Twins were good at running. His [Strategist] spoke crisply into his ear via speaking stone.

“He awaits your command, sir!”

“Good! Have him lead the Drell Knights into the keep when the Twins retreat into it. Move up the outriders; give them no other option.”

The Twins had truly blundered in their attack. If they’d been more cautious, they might have forced him back. But they’d only sped up the timetables on what he considered his final attack; if his [Knights] held the gates long enough, the siege would be over in a flash.

Digneral’s army advanced as a column of fresh Drell Knights charged, led by Ser Ouren. The Mirror Knight had the same abilities as Digneral; the ability to reflect spells, even copy abilities.

Digneral was higher-level, but serving under him had made the young champion level faster than even Digneral could dream of. He was surging towards the keep, and Digneral watched as his troops ran down the Ovelians too slow to retreat.

Blood ran into the ground as his [Crossbowmen] shot down black-armored figure after figure. Piral’s riders were fleeing ahead of Fallien’s infantry, and his own non-[Knight] riders were cutting them down from behind.

No surrender, no quarter. Not for the final blow. Digneral abhorred the waste…but he would have rather killed both Twins.

Once I take the keep, it will be either war—or a tenuous peace. Either way, he would be receiving the favor of the crown and a new order to push Noelictus to the brink. Digneral had faith Noelictus had more fangs, and Ailendamus’ war machine might need to send even one of their Great Generals to defend—

But the Hammer of Ovela will make this province as difficult for the Kingdom of Shade to retake as it was for my forces to claim. Harder; it will not be managed by two incompetents.

His plans had been reviewed by Ailendamus’ best [Strategists]. He had even timed this battle such that the surrounding forces, if they chose to intervene, would run into delaying forces.

He’d heard Princess Seraphel was at the keep. Digneral had ordered her, and the two children of Afiele—children in a warzone!—spared at all costs.

The Baron had planned it all. The one thing he had not accounted for was rumors. He had heard of Afiele’s salvation.

…But he did not believe in ghosts. The few reports that the damned Thronebearers had allowed from the keep had claimed they’d seen spectral figures. However, Digneral had not seen them on the battlefield.

He had suspected illusions. Tricks. [Hunters] if anything—but they had not aided the Twins until now. So he had relaxed his guard.

It never occurred to Digneral that his foes might be biding their time.

Now—a single figure arose from the walls. Pale blue, translucent, ignoring the voice that called her back. She threw back her head and donned a helmet. Then—she flew off the walls.

Digneral saw the ghost at once and hesitated, but he did not demand his forces stall.

“So these are Ovela’s ghosts? Target that apparition. Crossbow Division 2. Volley one.”

They loosed, and he watched as bolts soared into the distance. On the walls, people took cover, but he was fascinated. Illusion? Why now? It wasn’t slowing Ser Ouren, nor was one impressive.

Maybe it was a ghost. When the bolts flew, she actually held up a shield—then let the pieces of metal and wood pass through her. As if she were reflexively blocking them.

Fascinating. She descended to the ground, and the Noelictus people cried out. Maybe she was a ghost.

“[Battlemages]. Prepare lightning bolts. [Mages] one to fourteen. [Army: Pinpoint Spellcasting].”

He knew how to kill ghosts. Once he’d heard he might be facing them, he’d studied records and seen they died to magic. They were immune to all but silver and a few rare metals like Truegold. Even silver barely hurt them.

But magic? He admired the ghost as she began to run towards his advancing forces. She looked like some mighty [Knight] of old, and he thought he espied some more on the keep’s walls.

Good. He suspected Duke Rhisveri and many more would be interested in them if they surrendered. But Digneral felt bad for this soul, called back for a pointless war.

Then he lowered his hand, and fourteen bolts of lightning flashed through the air. They were slower than real lightning, but almost as quick.

Each one caught her, and the flash made the world vanish, even though he’d closed his eyes. Digneral opened them—

And then he got a nasty surprise.

Seraphel

She hadn’t blocked! When Arteis had landed on the ground, she’d begun running, not flying, and Seraphel had heard Dalius shouting at her to come back.

She had seen the [Mages] readying spells and screamed a warning. Because she had worried—the [Paladin] was facing an army.

“Get ready! To me—”

Dalius was roaring at Mustrec and the others, but before they could move—fourteen bolts of lightning struck Arteis.

“Arteis!”

Duchess Grishen shouted. She had been preparing to bail the Twins out. But the charging Drell Knights. The soldiers of Ovela being cut down—

Arteis. Seraphel pushed Neranthei’s hands away and looked over the battlements. The shield blocked her from seeing the [Baron], but the ghost was below. She looked down with dread—

Paladin Arteis Ladel had halted. She had not blocked or raised her shield. Now—she raised her lowered head. Her teeth were gritted, and she exhaled with slow, measured force.

“I thought so. The times change. It isn’t [Grand Lightning]. Dalius. They have no force.”

She was unharmed. The [Paladin] raised her sword, and Dalius looked over the walls incredulously. Mustrec shook his head as he adjusted his armor.

“[Spell Resistance]. She’s exaggerating. I have fought in Noelictus’ name in death, Tombwarden. We shall have to be warier.”

“Then we sally from the earth! Let her strike the first blow—”

Dalius was cursing. The [Knight] nodded as the other ghosts lifted their blades.

“We have no choice! Let her strike the first blow and follow me! To the ground!”

They vanished into the ground, and Seraphel’s head whirled to Dalimont’s. The Thronebearer was wide-eyed, and they looked over the battlements.

The ghosts had finally taken Ovela’s side. A hush had fallen around those who had seen Arteis take the lightning bolts, but the Ailendamus [Soldiers] began to attack again. They clearly thought she was an illusion.

“Open the gates! Open the gates!”

Swords were cutting down Ovela’s troops from behind. Seraphel was sick at seeing the blood running. She had survived a siege of the dead—and this was worse. This was people killing people.

It was what had moved Arteis at last. The [Paladin] began to run once more. She passed through flinching [Soldiers]. Heading straight for Ailendamus’ lines.

“To arms, Afiele! Shake, foes of Noelictus! For the Kingdom of Shade—and dawn always comes in the darkest of days!”

She lifted her sword overhead as she raised her ancient shield. The first [Swordsman] who saw her was charging in a column at a bunch of [Archers] he had been cutting down from behind. He raised an enchanted blade and slashed as Arteis charged at him.

The blade glanced off her armor. Seraphel gasped. Arteis leapt at him—and ran the man through. She transitioned from a jump into flight, and her blade passed his armored chest, cutting steel mail, flesh, and coming out the other side.

But unlike his blade—hers was covered in blood. It spurted out the other side as she passed through him. Then—impaled the [Soldier] running behind him, the ones slowing—piercing their chests without slowing.

“—What?”

Dame Neranthei, a [Knight] who had seen battle, blinked down and almost lowered her shield. Seraphel covered her mouth.

It was so fast that it looked like she’d missed. Some of Ailendamus’ soldiers were actually laughing. Until they saw the [Swordsman] falling, a hole in his chest.

Six men and women died. Arteis slowed, landed, and a blade flickered through where her heart should have been. A spear. She walked towards the terrified woman who’d jabbed her. This time—she swung her sword horizontally.

A head fell from a torso. Blood. Arteis shook it from her sword.

More lightning. And flames. A [Fireball] arced down—and Arteis blocked it on a shield. Two bolts struck her in the chest, and she grunted. She didn’t so much as take a step back. She whirled her blade up—and cut a ball of flames in half.

The halves exploded around her, and the Twins slowed. The Drell Knights turned, aborting their charge on the keep. Seraphel saw Arteis halt.

“I am Paladin Arteis Ladel of the Dawn Patrol! Ghost of Noelictus! Sworn defender of Afiele’s fields! Yield or perish! I give you no second quarter!”

Her voice howled across the battlefield, impossibly loud. The running [Soldiers] of Ailendamus turned, and Arteis rose into the sky.

Baron Digneral was staring at her. More spells rained down, but the ghost barely flinched. She was rising, now, and her blue, ghostly body was flying higher into Noelictus’ dusky skies.

“Very well. Then to arms, Afiele. Tombwarden! Let us strike Noelictus’ foes! Ghosts, to arms! They die!”

Then she screamed, a howl of fury, and Seraphel looked up at her and remembered how Arteis had led the charge against the dead. But this time, her wrath was far, far worse. She flew higher, into the skies.

Was she going to dive? Ailendamus’ army was reforming. The Mirror Knight was pulling back, uncertain of what to do against a flying foe. Ranks of [Soldiers] stared up at her.

Perhaps they could feel it. A trembling in their blood. A terror in their veins.

That blue ghost was changing color. Her sword was first. It shone yellow, a glare of power that even death acknowledged. Then orange.

Then the sky turned orange—and brighter. Brighter. The Ovelians cried out first. Seraphel’s own eyes burned. She had not seen something so bright in her time here.

It was getting—brighter still. A glare so fierce it shone behind her closed eyes. And that was nothing to the effect it had on Arteis’ foes.

Brighter.

Then there was heat. Heat, but no flames. It shone down as the [Paladin]—[Paladin]—screamed. She was a burning sun. A light searing the eyes.

Rays of light burned down from the heavens, and Seraphel saw the ground catch fire. [Soldiers] shading their eyes began to scream—then their flesh began to melt. And brighter Arteis glowed. Shining as desperate men and women put up those mirror-shields. But it did nothing to protect them. She looked down at the [Baron] as he stared up at her.

“[Dawn Rises in Hell]!”

Ailendamus’ army was breaking. They were dying. Skin melting—armor turning to metal. Flames blackened the battlefield—and Arteis’ Skill was followed by the ghosts.

They erupted from the ground, blades cutting down mortals at the legs. Then—a [Knight] flew out of the ground and swung his sword through two [Mages] who tried to stop him.

But Ser Dalius’ blade cleaved through magic, and the ghosts were everywhere. Mustrec, the kindly man, swung his halberd, flying down and beheading [Soldiers] who tried to attack him with melting eyes—but nothing not made of magic struck him.

“Dead gods. Eternal Throne protect…”

Arteis landed as Ser Dalimont whispered. She did not look at the [Soldiers] dying or fleeing. Someone was blowing a horn—and the Twins were turning. But she just slashed a sword out.

“Hold your forces back, Fallien, Piral. This is a battle for ghosts to claim. Who will challenge me? I am Arteis of Noelictus! Come, Ailendamus! Come, you champions!”

She howled, and the mortals of Ovela stopped. But a burnt, smoking warrior stumbled forwards.

“Name yourself.”

“—Thirsting Veil. Ser Girried.”

Arteis strode at him as the burnt [Knight] of Ailendamus’ Thirsting Veil lifted a blade. He struck twice. His blade passed through her armor. She glanced down at his sword.

“Poisoned, but unenchanted. A shame.”

He recoiled, and she lopped off his sword-arm. Then pivoted and took his helmet off at the neck. Arteis whirled.

“Next. Come, you [Knights]! I challenge thee!”

She moved forwards, and they approached slowly. [Knights] in armor, staring at this monstrous ghost. The next group did not duel her.

Three of them, two Hydra Knights, one Thirsting Veil, tried to attack her. A Skill passed through her armor—she blocked a glowing blade from one of the Hydra Knights.

“[Sword Art: Song of the Agelum].”

She cut straight through another’s armor and left only a red corpse. Arteis slashed through the Hydra Knight’s armor, and the Thirsting Veil [Knight] dropped her mace.

“We yield. We yield, Dame Ghost.”

She flipped up her visor, and Arteis halted as the Hydra Knight did the same. She glanced at the two as they sank to their knees.

“I saw you offer no quarter to Noelictus’ children. I accept no quarter, I said. You were warned.”

Her blade flashed down, and then Dalimont cried out.

“Arteis! Stop!”

Dalius whirled, but the [Paladin] just shook blood from her blade. Then she turned.

“Come at me, one or all. As you please.”

A dozen [Knights] had halted, wearing translucent glass-armor. Their leader, his armor shining like a mirror, reflected the burning flames and harsh light still shining down. His voice was young—but grating.

“I would duel you, ghost. But you have no honor at all.”

“I am a [Paladin] who has fought the devils of hell. I have no code to war. Lucifen fall.”

He didn’t know what she meant. But the Mirror Knight did dismount as the Drell Knights slowly advanced. Eleven ghosts walked forwards and spread out.

Arteis faced Ser Ouren, the Mirror Knight, on the field as he raised his sword. He stood tall, six-foot-five, a mortal hero. She regarded him, burning-eyed, without pity.

“Boy. You should have run.”

“I am a [Knight] of Ailendamus and Drell. I care not who you are, ghost.”

“No? Nor should you. Valor befits you decently. But know this:”

Arteis walked towards him, and he hesitated.

“You would have been a [Knight] without fame when I was alive.”

——

He died slowly. And poorly.

It was Seraphel who broke away first, covering her eyes and ears. The rest were spellbound, but she could bear to hear Knight Ouren scream no longer.

His sword and armor were enchanted. So he struck Arteis Ladel with blows that cut her essence. In reply, she tore his armor, and he bled onto the ground. Each time they clashed, he lost something of himself.

She just reformed. She had not lied to Sasi. A [Paladin] was more than a [Knight]. And she was a ghost, without blood to lose. Without a [Knight]’s modern pride.

Arteis appeared from the ground and hamstrung Ser Ouren after their first clash, when his mirror-shield made her recoil. She dove—then came up and behind, tearing through his armor in a flash.

After that—she circled as he screamed at her to stand and fight. She refused. At the end, she waited for him to bleed out before finishing the poor [Knight].

The other Drell Knights fared—better. Ser Dalius forced his [Knight] to surrender. The others died mercifully faster, outmatched by their opponents.

Ghosts, each over Level 40. Monsters, monsters. Seraphel had not realized the difference until she thought of it like this: each one would have been eligible to be a Named-rank adventurer, a hero of the modern world, if they were alive.

Ovela was shaking with the cheering. Even Lord Fallien and Lady Piral had gone silent when they saw Ouren die—but afterwards, they had cheered the bloody Arteis.

To them, it surely seemed like she was the ghost of salvation. Baron Digneral’s forces were falling back, and his dead littered the field. But Arteis?

“Come, Dame Arteis! Let’s plan an attack! Don’t stop now! This is our chance to push him off Noelictus’ lands!”

She raised a hand as she floated up to the walls. Piral was gesturing eagerly at Digneral’s back. It was Arteis who snapped.

“Lady Piral Ovela, fall silent! It is not you who gave the order, nor you who compelled our attack!”

Piral fell silent, looking outraged a second—then Lord Fallien hesitated.

“If it was Lord Culin or Lady Sasi, we bow to Afiele’s aid, Paladin Arteis.”

“The children had naught to do with it.”

She tossed her head, and now Seraphel felt a lurch in her stomach. Arteis removed her helmet, and her eyes were calm. A crusader’s merciless stare. She spoke crisply.

“Lord Culin and Lady Sasi are children. I would not give them a [General]’s mantle to wear. No. It was I who elected we do battle. Tombwarden, you object?”

“I do, Paladin Arteis. To your cutting down of surrendering [Knights]. It goes against my honor, but you were right—it was now to reveal ourselves. But I cannot in good conscience relish this.”

Dalius floated upwards, less content than Arteis. She bowed to him, but stiffly.

“I hear you, Tombwarden. But the disgraceful conduct of Ovela’s nobility is my concern, as is an invasion into my home!”

“Disgraceful—”

The Twins were outraged, but Arteis landed.

“You waste lives like water even against a powerful foe. I intervene to turn the odds—but you two will fall under my command, and Tombwarden Dalius’! I will accept that or demand Ovela stand down. This war is now Afiele’s, and I shall drive our foe to the sea.”

Her eyes were flashing, and Seraphel felt the first twinge—no, she had already felt uneasy. But now she felt afraid.

“Arteis, do you mean to say—”

Duchess Grishen looked alarmed, and Arteis lifted her bloody blade, shaking the last drops of blood off it as she pointed.

“Yes. To arms, Ovela. We do not stop here—we will run that Baron down across his lands! We ghosts will split and destroy those hills. We have their location and know how well-defended each Greatbow is. Ser Dalius, I ask you to assume command of the living. I will lead a vanguard and cut down as many thousands of their soldiers as I can before rejoining you at the river’s delta.”

“Arteis…”

Dalius was breathing hard. He looked at Fallien and Piral, and both Twins were looking at each other. Arteis swung around to face him.

“Tombwarden—I regret it, but I will make it plain. If you gainsay me in this—the ghosts who follow me shall follow me.”

“Come to your senses, Arteis! The Tombwarden is the one who decides where we fight!”

Mustrec shouted, but a good half of the ghosts were floating behind Arteis. Seraphel saw it.

A schism. Dalius slashed his hand.

“I refuse. You named me Tombwarden, Arteis! And we are no army!”

“Hell has been retaken by evil. So be it! You were not the first Tombwarden—I regret this, Dalius. Twins, do I have your authority?”

“Yes, Paladin!”

The two chorused, starry-eyed with excitement. The woman looked at Dalius, and he seemed to reach for the sword on his back. The two’s eyes met—and Dalius floated away.

“If you start a war—”

“I will answer to Noelictus’ crown. If His Majesty censures me at the Palace of Twilight, I will accept any punishment. Upon my head, not Afiele’s be it. Thank you, Dalius, for your understanding.”

Arteis bowed to him, and Seraphel saw her turn and fix on Ailendamus like an arrow. And she thought of something just once.

Palace of Twilight? It’s called the Palace of Shadows. Did they rebuild it after…?

Then she saw Arteis draw her blade and rise higher. A terribly frightening woman. Seraphel had been meeting a lot of them.

Cathiel, wild with emotion. Deilfec, with her stare of wrath. Belavierr, the Spider of legends. And now this:

Arteis Ladel, that heroine. Seraphel, even Cara, had only known her tomb and legacy. A woman of great honor, who had bested a Goblin Lord and blazed into Rhir’s hell itself.

But what a terrible, burning passion behind the soul. What wrath fell on Ailendamus—

Even Seraphel felt pain for them. Even she felt afraid.

Digneral

The reports of the disaster at the Ovelian Keep and Ovela’s invasion into House Ecte lands and beyond sent shockwaves into Ailendamus’ courts as well as Noelictus’.

Both were not prepared for this, or expected it. Instantly, the Court of Dusk and the Court of Masks, as well as Their Majesties, demanded explanations from the Twins of Ovela and Baron of House Ecte respectively.

Indeed, King Nicte Allorev demanded Ovela cease its advance and commanded his [General] to apprehend the Twins personally to stop the attack if need be.

—But that was impossible. For it was a ghost who led Ovela screaming over the border, and she was impossible to halt. In fact, her advance was so fast that, by the time the courts realized what was happening in both nations, after a single day, she had slaughtered her way over the river and was in House Ecte.

Arteis was burning a path through Ailendamus, and Digneral’s own flesh was burnt, his arm in a sling and reeling from battle.

She had spared him—only after he had forced her company of ghosts back after two hours of bloody fighting that had seen them withdraw ‘hurt’.

A hundred ghosts, who could rotate and fly through the ground to avoid spells. High-level ghosts—and only his Drell Knights, Skills, and magic had kept them back. Everyone else?

Baron Digneral had slain one of the ghosts. Just one, by ramming the blade Viscount Visophecin had personally gifted him, a blade of House Shoel’s armories, through the ghost’s heart.

That had forced Arteis back, though she’d burnt him and broken his arm. That flame! She called it the ‘light of Noelictus’. She had walked on hell with it at her back.

It was the color of the fire now burning House Ecte’s peaceful lands. Digneral was in hot pursuit, but the Twins were attacking with a number of ghosts at their rear.

Arteis? She was a pure veteran of war. She was…like him, but older. She and five ghosts didn’t even bother to fight his forces. They just flew forwards at a speed even galloping horses couldn’t match. And they put Ailendamus to the torch.

It was only then, as he was galloping, that, incredibly, someone found him. A portal in the sky opened—and Duke Rhisveri appeared.

What kind of spell was that? Baron Digneral nearly shouted it was an attack, but the ghosts were not spellcasters by and large. The Duke stood there, his eyes flashing.

“Digneral! You incompetent! What is the meaning of this? How did you bungle the entire battle so badly—what are you doing, retreating from the front? Turn and fight or I will have you executed on the spot!”

The Order of Drell looked up as the Duke howled what was an illegal threat even for the [King]’s brother. But Digneral almost agreed. He looked like a coward—but he pointed ahead.

“The ghosts, Duke! They’ve routed my forces, and they’re ahead! We’re in pursuit—”

“The ghosts? Noelictus’ ghosts are silent. They have been since the Creler Wars, you dolt! What—”

Then Rhisveri turned and saw the five ghosts flying ahead and looked around.

“…There’s smoke everywhere. What—”

Digneral shouted desperately. He had been sending [Messages], but the capital had to be scrambling given how fast Arteis was moving. She was flying so fast that she ran into garrisons just getting word of the attack.

“Evacuate everything in front of them! I have abandoned House Ecte to Ovela and ordered everyone into the fortresses—but the ghosts are intent on slaughtering every [Knight] and high-ranking official they can find! They burnt down two forests!”

“They—what? That’s a real ghost. [Greater Appraisal]. A Level 42 [Paladin of Devil’s Bane]? T-that’s not—”

Duke Rhisveri began to grow alarmed. Digneral just stared at Arteis.

Only Level 42? He outlevelled her! But he had never actually met a [Paladin]. They were a class only known as a type of [Knight].

That light, which had burned his troops to ash, was far more powerful than he could have dreamed. Rhisveri’s eyes flicked to Digneral.

“They’re heading to the forest. The Fitern Forest. Stop them, Digneral. Are they—what are they doing?”

“They intend to scorch it to rubble. I think she intends to kill everything on her path to the capital. She interrogated two survivors on where the capital was.”

Digneral had seen Arteis fly into two smaller groves already and set them on fire. He had called for [Rainfall] spells—but she was burning everything in her path. Rhisveri swore.

“Ghosts! How are they alive? Our every intelligence said that the Kingdom of Shade was corrupt and weak—this is bad. We can stop her at the capital. [Message]…Visophecin!”

“Warn His Majesty! Assemble the Great Knights!”

Rhisveri swung around. He glanced at Digneral and then back at the forest.

“I’ll tell His Majesty. And get the forces to stop this ghost—but halt her before she burns the Fitern Forest! Even if you have to kill yourselves!”

Then he vanished in a thunderclap of sound. Digneral’s estimation of Rhisveri—no, the man was stressed. But why was he so worried about the forest?

It was, to his knowledge, a preserved site for half-Elves, Ailendamus having more than almost any nation in the world. Grown under the aegis of the attentive [Druids]. He’d even heard they planned on making it a Great Forest someday, with thousand-year-old trees. It seemed like a waste of space to him; it was over a hundred miles wide and stretched from Noelictus’ border across the north of Ailendamus.

A monument and pact with the half-Elves, but what about King Itorin II and everything else in that ghost’s way? Digneral got his answer five minutes later.

Arteis

“Take cover!”

The five ghosts and Arteis saw the first glowing meteors falling from the sky and dodged. The spells homed in on them, but only one ghost got caught. A [Mage] screamed and fell, shrieking, but Arteis popped out of the ground and grabbed them.

“It’s true magic! Tier 6 spells at least—”

“Get out of range! Into the forest! So this Kingdom of Glass and Glory has teeth, eh?”

Arteis’ own teeth were bared in a smile. She was wounded from fighting Baron Digneral, but she had encountered no foe even close to his strength. The [Knights] were plentiful, but low-level.

That spellcasting, though…it would have wiped out any flying or riding foe, but the ghosts just flew underground—until the underground began to twist around them.

“Someone powerful has a lock on us, Paladin. Do we retreat?”

“If they are at this capital or close by, it would be a telling blow to strike at Ailendamus’ heart! Onwards! If nothing else, we burn the forest. Once a blaze begins large enough, not even an [Archmage] will quell it so easily!”

Harry the foe. Part of the reason Arteis had held back from revealing herself and agreed with Ser Dalius was to get a good understanding of Ailendamus and Baron Digneral. He had slain one of their own.

They could die, and the ghosts had to serve Afiele. So. They would never get a chance better than this when their foe was not ready and didn’t remember how to face ghosts.

Burn a forest to the ground. Arteis did not relish it, but fire was her domain. She flew into the forest—and therein started a blaze.

Light burned from her sword as she set trees on fire, radiating heat outwards that burned the first, huge trees on the border. A [Mage] threw fire while the others simply used branches to spread the blaze.

“The spells have stopped. Perhaps the caster’s wary of the blaze? Feels like rain spells are coming.”

“Then we move up ahead. The [Baron] will move even slower in the trees.”

He was unable to catch her without help. So Arteis kept going faster—faster—

A living torch setting fire to the trees. Then she reached the first half-Elven village and paused.

“You half-Elves. You are no foes of mine, but anyone in Ailendamus is my nemesis. Flee or burn. This forest is going up in flames.”

An arrow passed through her face, and she saw a half-Elf lower a bow. Even the half-immortals looked at her with fear. Arteis glanced over her shoulder, but Digneral was miles away. And she wondered if she could burn a path to the capital.

Slaughter a [King] on his throne? If she could—she would. Anything for Afiele, and she did not believe Dalius understood. They were ghosts. They had awoken too late, for great purpose.

This was what they could do, and even Ailendamus, great nation of all, could only look upon them with dismay. Arteis Ladel advanced upon the half-Elf shooting arrows and forgot, a second, the lesson Digneral had learned:

Both nations had great secrets. And ancient protectors hidden in plain sight.

She had one millisecond to notice the earth bulging underfoot before the ground exploded and punched her into the sky.

Impossible. Arteis caught herself—and a lance of something sent her crashing down, pinned to the earth as the other ghosts cried. One vanished, and she saw a flash of gold and realized what it was.

Truegold. Ghostbane! And—

“[Druid]!”

She howled and saw a woman standing there. Emerging from the woods like she came from the trees. Magistrate Fithea advanced, and the earth quaked for miles as the half-Elves began to flee. Arteis shoved the piece of Truegold off her, feeling agony for the first time in a while.

“That’s powerful earth-magic. Surround the caster, quickly! Don’t go into the earth!”

Strange. She had not thought anyone living had that much magic left. This felt almost like a great protector of the trees. Like Dryads and Unicorns and Treants.

But they were all dead. She had seen the last Treants walk into the sea. As for immortals? Dragons had died, and only one evil had settled in Rhir during her time. Lucifen…and their bright counterparts had given her the blades and means to kill the evil. Arteis lifted her blade and burned.

Digneral

His logical world of formations and commonplace reality was shattered. He felt like a time-traveller, a stranger in a foreign land.

He felt like he’d fallen into a storybook.

Ghosts in the air, fire below. That unstoppable [Paladin] who conjured sunlight that had scorched hell itself ages ago.

Ailendamus’ despair. Woe to mortal ambition. He had truly thought he might sacrifice himself, to buy his nation time for the shame of it.

But here she halted. Arteis Ladel flew backwards, and one of the five ghosts had already vanished, screaming, as golden splinters tore his incorporeal form to shreds. And it was not an army that had done this, but a single woman.

She was a Dwarf, and he knew her as Magistrate Fithea. Her title was Conservator of Forests, and she was a common sight in the palace.

Digneral knew her as a somewhat-fussy old woman who would lecture people on being kind to trees and animals both. She had the King’s favor, probably because she was such a valuable link to half-Elves.

But he had never thought of her as a battlemage. Now—she emerged from the forests, and the ghosts scattered before her.

“[Druid]!”

She split the earth as she pointed, and vines emerged, grasping for the ghosts who flew away. One of them dove into the ground, but Arteis shouted.

“No, don’t—”

Too late. Fithea clapped her hands, and the ground swirled around her. She didn’t run, or even move, but the earth itself shifted around her. A platform of stone, carrying her across the ground faster than an arrow. She halted over the ghost and spoke.

Her eyes were pale yellow and looked like the wisps of light caught on dew in a forest. Then they shone like the wrath of the land itself.

“[Greater Transmutation of the Land: Tomb of Khelt].”

She clapped her hands, and the ghosts cried out. One dove—then recoiled as the earth turned golden. Digneral and his band of weary [Soldiers] were frozen in awe.

She turned the entire ground to gold. Not just gold, either. This had a pale wisp of blue about it, and Arteis screamed.

“Truegold! Back, back!”

Bane of ghosts! That was—beyond Tier 5 magic. Who was Fithea?

A spellcaster to rival any Archmage of Wistram! None of the ghosts even went for their comrade. They had been wiped out.

Four ghosts left. Three plus Arteis. They scattered as Arteis shot a burning beam of light at the old Magistrate. The [Mage] was throwing bolts of lightning, and the last ghost had a bow, with which she was launching arrows at the Dwarf. The last of their number shrieked as she fell with a lance in hand, vanishing—another casualty of the shards of ghost-killing metal Fithea was hurling through the air.

Magistrate Fithea turned—and Digneral thought he saw a fierce smile on her lips. She turned—and began to skate across the ground.

Like earthbound lightning herself. Stone walls rose, crystal blocking the arrows and magic coming her way. She circled Arteis, and another shard of Truegold nearly struck the [Paladin] from the skies.

However, Arteis deflected the metal shards with her shield and an oath. They seemed to hurt her, but again, she was tougher than the other ghosts.

“Arteis, we have to flee!”

The ghost with a bow managed one shout as she took cover. Unable to dodge into the ground, the ghostly [Ranger] climbed—

And a flying [Knight] nearly kicked her out of the skies. The ghost whirled with an oath, and an armored figure with dark skin and a mane of hair like a cape in itself passed through her.

“Gilaw! You can’t hurt them without Truegold or magic! Get back!”

Fithea turned, and Digneral breathed. Now he understood. It was one of the Great Knights! By chance or luck, Magistrate Fithea and Great Knight Gilaw, normally assigned to the capital, were touring the forest.

The woman had leapt nearly forty feet up! She kicked again, but her foot passed through the recoiling ghost. The [Ranger] shot at her, and the Great Knight leaned out of the way of the arrow. She backed up, frowning, without speaking a word. Then she made an odd screeching sound.

“Regroup!”

Arteis fell back, and Fithea halted, the ground rippling to a halt in front of Digneral. He bowed.

“Magistrate—”

“Ghosts from Noelictus? I warned Rhisveri.”

“Yes, but how did you—”

“Truegold.”

The old woman was ahead of him. In fact, she seemed to be speaking to Great Knight Gilaw, who had come to a halt.

“If you must fight—here. Hold out your hands. Don’t squirm. [Transmute: Truegold].”

Gilaw’s armor changed to that eerie golden color as well! She was changing metal like some [Philosopher-Alchemist] of old! Was she how Ailendamus had such great magics?

If he had not been amazed before, the reappearance of Rhisveri made Digneral realize he was a bit player in a new drama.

“Fithea!”

He screamed back into being, and the old Dwarf looked up.

“I’ve run into your ghosts. They were about to burn a village down, Rhisveri.”

“Nevermind the damn village! Are you alright?”

“They are burning the forests.”

“Damn the forests! Get out of there! I’m calling all of House Shoel to arms! Visophecin will be there in minutes—I—I’m on my way.”

“No.”

Magistrate Fithea glanced at Baron Digneral. He wasn’t sure what Rhisveri meant. Even by teleportation, getting here so fast was—

The Duke noticed Digneral at last and recoiled with an oath.

“Digneral, you idiot! What are you doing? Protect Fithea with your life! Throw yourself before the ghosts as a living shield if you must—”

“Rhisveri, be silent. The forest is in danger. This is my calling. I feel young enough to stop a few ghosts. The one with flames is dangerous.”

“Too dangerous! Stay right there while I—”

Fithea ignored him. She was watching Arteis; the [Paladin] had moved left while the two other ghosts were using the trees as cover.

“I have Gilaw here. Menorkel too, if need be. We’ll chase them off. Baron, don’t interfere. You’ll get in my way.”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

He was so exhausted he just stood there. Rhisveri cursed—and Arteis pointed a finger down at them.

“[Dawn Rises in—]”

Before she could blast the world in burning light, Fithea spoke.

“[Lightning of the Old World].”

It crashed down like a true bolt of lightning. So fast even a ghost didn’t have time to dodge it. But the [Paladin] rose, smoking, and the second round began as Great Knight Gilaw leapt at the [Ranger].

She was no artful fighter. Baron Digneral had never seen a Great Knight fight in earnest. A few spars, but he had often wondered what set them apart. Now—he saw it.

She punched the ghost so fast that neither he nor the ghost saw the blow. Two punches, a kick—and the ghost screamed as her essence was torn. She raised a blade—the Great Knight leapt ten feet back, then dashed right.

As fast as a Courier. So mighty she punched through the ghost a second time. Dying, the ghost wailed.

“Arteis! Flee!”

In the skies, the [Paladin] heard her, but she and the last ghost were in danger. Fithea was filling the air with those Truegold shards—but now she clapped her hands.

“One last great spell. Forest, give me strength…[Summoning: Ouroboros, the Snake of Nature].”

A mouth made out of stone. A body made out of mud, water, grass, and even wood—decaying to rot and marsh water and sludge, then blooming again in a thousand flowers, from lilies to creeping vines, before the cycle repeated again.

The snake was a hundred feet long and large enough to swallow Digneral and his mount whole. Even Fithea seemed exhausted, but she didn’t have to continue the fight. It rose—and the [Mage] vanished, magical barriers and all, with a scream as the Tier 7 magic engulfed him.

Gone in an instant. Then the snake of nature turned on Arteis.

She was outmatched now, the tides reversed. But the [Paladin] who had founded House Ladel simply dropped her shield, lifted her sword two-handed and closed her eyes.

There was more to strength than a number.

“[Armaments: Holy Flame]. Noelictus, Afiele—guide my blade.”

She dodged in midair as the snake snapped up at her, and her blade dug into it as it passed. A flaming gouge—as it spun and tracked her again, she whirled and hurled her blade.

It exploded in the summoned beast’s mouth, and Arteis dove. She reached up to recreate her blade—

And Gilaw kicked her out of the air. The [Paladin] fell, and the Great Knight struck her eight times, tearing her ghostly body to shreds.

Then they landed, and Arteis lifted her fists. She was slower than the Great Knight and narrowed her eyes.

“What are you? Some beast of a [Knight]—”

She leaned back, knocked a fist aside, and replied with an overhand punch. Gilaw blocked it and threw a flurry of punches with a cawing cry. The [Paladin] was unarmed, but she took one punch across her shoulder—caught one punch in the crook of her arm, and struck Gilaw with an uppercut to her jaw. The huge woman staggered, tore free, launched a kick—

Arteis thew an elbow and nearly snapped the knee as she struck the flying limb even as it was lashing out. Then she parried two punches—leaned aside—

“Gilaw, back!”

The ground exploded as the Snake of Ouroboros missed. Fithea pointed point-blank, and Aerteis produced her sword. She bisected two pieces of Truegold and, panting, backed up.

“Now here comes worthy foes. For shame that you attack my beloved country!”

She was grinning, and Gilaw massaged at her leg slowly. She glanced at Fithea, and the Dwarf woman nodded.

“She’s a blademaster and a martial artist. Don’t go after her or she’ll cut you with that blade. Just keep her back from me. Menorkel is coming. So is Visophecin.”

Gilaw growled, but she eyed Arteis—and nodded. The [Paladin] and Digneral glanced up as he heard a sound.

Thump. Thump.

It sounded like another earthquake. Menorkel? Was that the shy half-Giant boy…

The trees were moving in the distance. Huge redwoods shaking. The earth trembled, and Digneral’s heart beat so hard he felt like whatever he saw next would change him irrevocably.

Alas—or possibly, for the best—it was not to be. Arteis had no more allies, and she took one look at whatever was coming through the trees and nodded.

“There ends my first strike. My comrades, I shall avenge you and all of Ovela. Alone, if need be! Be warned, Ailendamus. This is not over.”

She turned and fled. Fithea began shooting spells after her, rains of glowing arrows, but the ghost just flew back the way she came. When comets began falling from the sky again—she cut through them. Screaming in agony—but somehow, Digneral doubted that the long-ranged magic could kill her.

He was on his knees. Shaking. Fithea was speaking to Gilaw and an upset half-Giant, far shorter than the vast presence Digneral had sensed, who flocked around her.

“Children, leave me be. Rhisveri—those were not weak ghosts.”

“I know. We’re going to address it—is that idiotic [Baron] there?”

Fithea glanced at Digneral as he flinched.

“Leave him be. He had no notion those ghosts were there. You were the one who wanted to test Noelictus to see if they had guardians. Well, they do. We will discuss it—”

“Good. Come back now. Er—I’ll help clean up this mess. Dead gods. See you soon.”

Then he was gone, and the Baron sat there until the Magistrate walked over.

“You have involved yourself in the heart of Ailendamus’ secrets, Baron. I regret that you faced those ghosts unprepared. That woman…is dangerous beyond the rest.”

“Magistrate, you saved us. But I regret—what use was I? Why did you not lead the charge across to Noelictus—nay, to any land you pleased?”

With her magic and might, they could have overrun any foes! But the old woman just smiled, and he realized she was exhausted as she leaned on her huge protector.

“Ah, but it is you shorter-lived champions, Digneral, who carry Ailendamus. Even Rhisveri knows this, you see. You have the potential to rise higher than me. Come—let us mend what we can. Those ghosts complicate your war. But Truegold is their end.”

He knelt there a while and only stood when the Great Knight urged him up with a glare. Then Digneral recollected himself and understood—

He had great secrets on his side, too. And he began to formulate a far, far more ambitious plan. After this defeat—and it was a defeat—

He would need to work twice as hard to deliver both a counter to the ghosts and enough to win the Duke’s respect. Then, perhaps he’d know more about the great plan.

But first—he stared after that ghost and shuddered. A burning line drawn across Ailendamus.

That—was [Paladin] Arteis.

Seraphel

Her life changed after that, for a third time. But where she had found Menorome a strange diversion and Ovela a dull conclusion in pain and sudden relief—

This final act was worse than both. For it spanned both locations, and the problems that she had left in Menorome came home.

Returning to the City of Repose was a chaotic affair. Elena—Cara being alive was one thing, and her newfound status in the Synphasia was a great relief.

But all anyone could talk about, including her husband, Fallien, and his sister, was the ghosts and the way they had pushed Ailendamus in a single night.

Nevermind that six ghosts had perished—they had sent thousands of Ailendamus’ [Soldiers] to their deaths, and the border with Ovela was so silent that both Twins had decided they could attend the Landsreight.

However, Menorome was not at ease. Or rather, the Court of Dusk was not at peace.

Seraphel had been terrified of going to the palace, especially when she heard Queen Cathiel herself would be in rare attendance at the court from the start.

Yet the time had come for the ghosts to meet the crown—and it was a meeting long delayed. It seemed both ghosts and crown were aware their meeting would unsettle the other, and until now, both had been trying to set the other at ease.

Now, the backdrop of their meeting was Ovela’s foray into Ailendamus, and even Arteis had been ashamed.

Ashamed…and Seraphel had seen Ser Dalius and the ghosts who had chosen not to war remonstrate the others for the casualties amongst their numbers and the disloyalty to the crown. She had not had time to speak with him long, nor had Fallien looked at her twice.

All eyes were on the ghosts, and Arteis looked ready to repent. That was—until she caught sight of the palace and city and choked.

“What has happened to Menorome? My city—this is not the glorious Twilight Palace! What—what is this darkened monstrosity?”

The other ghosts cried out as well, looking dismayed, and Seraphel’s heart sank as even Dalius recoiled.

“Is this not the place you knew?”

“Not at all! I thought it was overly dark from afar, but every shadow has a light. This—this is just night! Where is the dawn that shines from Menorome’s heart? The Kingdom of Shade split with light and dark?”

They didn’t know this palace. And when Liletrec bowed to them, Arteis recoiled from the shadowy servant and looked around. Her eyes found Seraphel for reassurance.

“Your Highness Seraphel! This—this is the palace of Noelictus’ crown. The King of Shade?”

“King Nicte Allorev is a good man. Just—interesting. You may wish to brace yourself. The Court of Dusk—may not be what you expect, Paladin Arteis.”

Seraphel exchanged a worried look with Dalimont, but Arteis just collected herself and bowed, smooth-faced.

“Of course. Each monarch has their own will and deed. Lead on…Keeper. I apologize for my outburst.”

“Yes. And Cara’s here?”

They had been summoned to the palace first. Seraphel didn’t know, but to her surprise, the [Singer] was back in court.

How Queen Cathiel had not torn her apart was not for Seraphel to know, but then she saw it. Like a perfect picture, it all came crashing down.

Ser Dalius walked across the court as ghosts mingled with the nobles amid a violinist’s song, and Cara met him as if in a trance. They took each other’s hands—and Seraphel couldn’t watch for the tears in her eyes.

Oh, of course. That was how it was. She turned away—and then saw Arteis looking around in dismay.

The [Paladin] stared at the hooded figures, up at the spiders, and then her look of pure incredulity turned to disgust. Then worse—a darkening realization. She put her hand on her sword in distrust—and the ghosts tensed as the hooded figures against the back of the room stirred.

“Lower your swords! These are…the honored ghosts of Afiele. You may approach the throne.”

King Nicte Allorev smiled, but he was clearly ill-at-ease. Cathiel just stared, and Kadane looked unsure if she should be excited or scared. Seratoito? Sick and ill, and he stared at the two hundred ghosts.

But it was the ghosts who stared back at that odd family. Kadane’s mandibles. Cathiel began to rant—and it was Mustrec who whispered.

“This—is nothing like the Court of Dusk I remember.”

“You as well, Mustrec? Arteis—what do you see?”

The [Paladin] was shaking, and she whispered among the ghosts. Seraphel heard, and her heart skipped a beat.

“Those figures on the wall. Those are not mortal men.”

“Enchanted servants? Familiars? Golems?”

The [Paladin] hissed.

“No. Far worse. Those are the Spider’s minions. This court is insanity! This is not the Noelictus I knew—”

But she did advance, and stared up at Cathiel. Arteis bowed low to the ground, knelt before them along with Dalius and the rest. But when she looked up, Seraphel saw it.

Oh, like a [Knight] at ease. It came together: war on the Twin’s smiling faces, the Landsreight’s unease. The royal family’s dysfunction, Guildmistress Deilfec and her corrupted guild—the silent bodyguards, the touch of Belavierr the Spider—all of this was bad enough.

But she saw it in Arteis’ eyes as she stared up at her beloved throne. Treachery. Treachery in the Kingdom of Shade. Dalius raised his eyes, and Seraphel hoped he saw it too. But he just turned—and drew his blade and shouted.

“Who’s there?”

—No one. Just a court ashambles and war and worse, as the mortals recoiled in fear and the Royal Guard drew their blades. The ghosts looked on the living and judged them, and the whispers only grew.

It came to a head at the Winter’s Solstice. But that tragedy—no one could have foreseen. Seraphel’s heart beat and beat. And she heard it, like Cara’s desperate voice.

A song, fluttering fast. Chaos filling the air.

This balance—was a precious board and somewhere there was a falling stone, ready to upset everything. And when it was done, Seraphel had no constant she was sure would last.

End of Ghostsong.





Act 3: Warsong

[Caravan Master] Herkul hated Noelictus.

He hated the undead that popped up and gnawed on your toes in the middle of the night if so much as a rabbit died.

He hated the gloomy weather, which in the summer was a weaker sun and short days—and in the fall and winter, like now, meant he had to travel in darkness, shining the lantern high to spot potholes.

He hated the roads, too, which weren’t paved in all places like Drake trade-roads. And every now and then—

“Caravan Master! Another axle!”

He knew it before someone screamed at him, and the man put his head in his paws.

Paws—he had two large ones that had padded fingers and were far longer than stumpy dog or cat paws—but that was what people called them because they clearly thought they had hands and he had something else.

Nevermind that he could perform every action, like point, grab, hold a sword, with the same dexterity as his counterparts—he was a Gnoll.

A furry stranger to Terandria. One of the Gnolls from the tribes of Izril. Herkul stood six foot three, average height for a Gnoll, and was covered in tawny fur from top to bottom and fairly long hair that blew in the wind and kept him warm even in the cool fall.

His eyes were brown; Gnolls didn’t do the varied eye-color thing of other species. He had dark spots on his arms and running up his shoulders, but he did wear clothing unlike his counterparts, who might only go around with a loincloth. It wasn’t like the fur showed much, anyways, but he was a [Merchant].

He had to look the part. So he wore a bright green vest with silver, snarling wolves and other animals on it.

It made Herkul incredibly embarrassed when people commented on it. But it was the kind of thing an ‘exotic and wild trader from Izril’ should wear, and he’d bought it from a Silverfang [Merchant] ages ago. Herkul swung himself down from his wagon now, careful not to get the vest dirty as he landed in the muck.

It had rained, and someone had hit a pothole. Again, Herkul wished he had [Caravan: Unbreakable Axles] or some high-level Skill like that.

But no, life hadn’t granted a Level 23 [Caravan Master] that. He did have [Bandit Sense], which told him which roads were dicy, [Holding Wagons], which doubled his storage space, and [Happy Horses].

The horses were not happy right now as they whinnied, showing the whites of their eyes and regarded the collapsed wagon that had snapped one of its wheels. But they weren’t kicking anyone, so that was as happy as you could ask for.

“Damn. Again?”

“Sorry, Herkul. It’s hard to see in the darkness. It was my fault.”

A depressed Gnoll lifted a paw. Herkul’s caravan was mostly Gnolls from his home. He didn’t like hiring Terandrians who didn’t ‘get’ his people and weren’t invested in things. Fellow Gnolls, especially ones from Plain’s Eye like him, were as trustworthy as you got. As good as family. Herkul moderated his tone from a bark to a considerate growl.

“It’s not your fault, Gorh, no. But I’ll be glad when we reach Menorome—alright, let’s get a wheel on it before we push it out! Get down here, everyone! I need six hands to lift the wagon up—where’s the replacement—?”

Gnolls groaned and leapt into the mud, cursing as it got into their fur. They hated these conditions, and when your entire body could turn into a hairbrush of mud, you could see why. Herkul himself was dreaming of a hot bath in Menorome.

City of Repose. It was barely ten miles away, and once they got there, no more undead, no more guard rotations at night—he could have stayed in cities, but that cost too much. Besides, any Gnoll who’d grown up in the plains could shoot a bow, so regular zombies weren’t much of a threat.

Nastier undead, now…

He’d been jumpy the entire way here. Herkul hated the Menorome circuit, but it was hugely profitable. They loved goods from overseas, and he would take a caravan all the way from Izril, which could mean things he bought locally at the start of his route were more than ten times the price when he got here. But it meant a sea journey from continent to continent as well as a land route, and it was taxing and dangerous.

Noelictus, land-locked and undead-filled, was not a place a lot of [Merchants] liked to go. They went for Menorome because it was rich, but it was tough because of the undead. And the Nighttrain didn’t ship goods; it was too small.

Their loss, my gain. So long as he wasn’t eaten by undead. Herkul shuddered again. This was the strangest kingdom he’d ever visited, and everyone thought his home was weird. They asked about the Walled Cities and Drakes like they were the exotic ones, not the kingdom perpetually in gloom with undead rising every time you sneezed, or Samal with its stupid keys.

“Come on, come on! Let’s get to Menorome already! I see five hands including myself—one of you get over here! Where’s our wheel? Do you want to visit a Sleeping Parlor or not? I see you yawning!”

“I’d be happier if we were staying at Samal, boss! Menorome scares me. Too much fire. Remember last time? Our apartment nearly burned down!”

One of the [Guards] called down, and Herkul growled.

“You say that only because you’ve never been to Samal, you cub. The first time I went there, I didn’t realize the privies needed keys like the rest of the damn ‘paradise’. I left mine in my rooms and locked myself out and had to hold it for three hours!”

The caravan laughed, and one of the [Guards] hopped down with a groan at last. He joined the others finding a place to lift the wagon up so the damaged wheel could be removed.

Herkul saw more wagons passing by and realized another caravan was slowing. They’d been following his for protection in numbers.

“Hoi! Master Herkul! You damaged a wheel?”

“Keep away! We’ve got potholes here!”

The caravan master was just another Human, but she lifted her hand and still slowed her caravan.

“You need a wheel?”

“We should have one. Who’s got the wrench?”

Bemused, the Humans slowed as Herkul looked around. They had pried a wheel out of storage, but they realized there was an issue—

“What’s a ‘wrench’?”

Caravan Master Sheil trotted over on her own horse and stared, bemusedly, at the strange square of metal securing the wheel on the damaged wagon. Herkul indicated it.

“It’s a tool to remove that thing. It’s a locking piece of metal. Keeps the wheels from popping off.”

“Oh. Strange. I’ve never seen that—our wheels just have a bit of wood.”

Herkul was in no mood for dialogue, but he patiently nodded.

“I know. This is a Drake design, and it keeps the wheels from having that issue. Until the damn wheels break, and it’s harder to get them off! Who’s got the wrench? Come on, we’ve got to get to Menorome!”

“Drake designs.”

Sheil scoffed a tiny bit, and Herkul tried not to roll his eyes. The metal ‘fastener’ that was standard in Izril meant wheels slipping off your wagon wasn’t a concern. He’d take it any month over Terandrian wheels, which popped off like they were buttered. Sheil had probably never seen the intricate, spiral grooves that let the fastener hold the wheel in place. Terandrians looked down on Drake technology and thought Gnolls were half-wild people living in the wilds.

They had no idea what a wrench was, and half their cities didn’t have damn sewers. Herkul had to use chamber pots in many cities he came to, like a real barbarian.

He turned, about to start shouting, and someone finally raced over.

“I’ve got it, boss! I’m on it!”

Someone came to a halt, then leapt over and began inserting the curious bit of metal and wood into the wheel’s center. They pulled—then had to lean on the tight fastener to get it to move. It refused to budge, and Sheil blinked. One of the other Gnolls laughed.

“Need a hand with that?”

“No, I’ve got—come on you stupid—aha!”

Herkul just stared as the smallest and lightest member of his caravan actually jumped up, put all her weight on the wrench, and finally unstuck the fastener. It began to move, and she, using all her strength, began to unwind it.

“Give me one second—we’ve got the wheel right there, Master Herkul.”

“Uh. Thank you. But you didn’t have to—you idiots.”

An embarrassed Gnoll was rolling the wheel over. Herkul hissed at them, glad his fur hid his blush. But Sheil just stared at the newcomer and turned to Herkul.

“I thought you didn’t hire locals, Herkul.”

She stared at the young woman with brown hair and mud on her travelling clothes. Herkul sighed, but there was no help for it. The Human was using the wrench to get the wheel loose, and when she removed the broken piece of wood—she helped wrestle the new one into place and screw the fastener back in, as fast as his actual helpers.

“That’s not a hire. That’s a passenger, Sheil. Miss Cara, thank you. Alright, you idiots. Lift the wagon up or are you going to make our guest do that too?”

Embarrassed, growling thanks, the Gnolls easily lifted the wagon, despite the weight, and held it there. As they groaned and cursed the mud, the wheel was replaced—and then they finally dragged the damn vehicle out of the ground. Herkul barked as soon as it was clear they were good to go.

“Get it rolling! No more potholes! The next [Driver] who runs into one gets to mind the goods when we’re in the city!”

Everyone streamed back to the wagons, grousing and nudging each other.

“We’d better get money for a bath, Herkul!”

“I can’t wait to eat something hot. At least it’s Menorome.”

“Fuckin’ shit-black food? Give me some color. And we’ll have to wait ages at the gates, I bet.”

“Hah! That’s right. Anyone got some silkap? I saw you hoarding it while we’re stomping around in the mud! Pass it out. We’re starving.”

Only then, hands muddy, panting, returning the wrench back to the wagon, did Cara O’Sullivan seem to catch herself, blink, and stop elbowing the Gnolls heading back to the wagons. She paused a second, but one of the Gnolls reached a paw down, hauled her up into the wagon—and seemed to remember she wasn’t just another Gnoll.

“Miss Cara, you levelled up as a [Caravanner] yet? Or are you trying to get Herkul to hire you all the way to Cenidau?”

He shook mud from his paw and offered her a water bottle to wash her hands with. She hesitated—almost put a muddy hand to her face—then took the water bottle, sparingly washed her hands, and took a piece of bread dipped in the meat-spread of silkap, a Gnollish traveling food.

“Uh—no. Sorry, no class yet, Iruhn. I’m not trying to get it. No offense.”

“Bah. The way you know how to use Drake tools, you could be, class or not. Most idiots look at a wrench and can’t figure out what it’s for. It’s easy. Unscrew this. Tighten that.”

“Nuts.”

Cara agreed, passing the bowl of food back as Gnolls sat around. She meant ‘nuts and bolts’, but the Gnolls growled.

“Idiots have never seen anything made of metal that wasn’t a shield or sword. No offense, Cara. Even northern Humans in Izril know their way around more than nails.”

The primitive wrench and nut that fastened the wagon wheel was, apparently, common in Izril. Small wonder Cara could do things as basic as remove the wagon wheel. Mind you—figuring out how to wrestle one on in the mud came from doing this…six times?

“It’s like a fuckin’ curse. Rain nonstop from the border, right? Maybe I’m your bad luck.”

“Yeah, but you’ve put on four of the six wheels. So is that bad luck or good, because I don’t have to do it? Noelictus is hell for travel anyways, because it’s always night. Herkul is just too cheap to buy reinforced wheels.”

“I heard that!”

The [Caravan Master] snapped, and everyone, including Cara, ducked. But they were up in a second, laughing, and a female Gnoll elbowed Cara.

“You’ll just be glad to get to Menorome so you can get away from all us hairy folk. Though you’re the most pleasant guest we’ve had—ever, Cara. Most Noelictus folk who want passage are very polite, but few can help do more than push.”

“Aw, Nisre—this isn’t bad. Aside from everyone in the world apparently having an opinion on my period, that is.”

Cara scowled, and the Gnolls laughed at her.

“It’s not our fault we have good noses. We thought you were bitten by a zombie or something!”

“Well, keep offering me opinions on my personal affairs, you fecks. And I’ll tell you how good I think your shit smells. Iruhn, you ate too much corn—”

He shoved her as they laughed at him, and she nearly went out of the wagon before Nisre caught her. Cara steadied herself and launched into a shoulder-shove, hard as she could.

She bounced off the far larger Gnoll, and they laughed so hard that, for a second, Cara forgot she was just a guest and they’d have to part ways in a few hours. Or that she’d only been with the caravan for two weeks as they traveled across Noelictus.

She caught herself once more and stopped sniffing the air with the rest of them. Cara blinked—rubbed at her head—and sat there for a moment. Then she raised her head and sighed.

Nearly lost myself again.

Is that so bad? It was fun being with Herkul’s caravan, Eye of Izril. The Gnolls were a different species and as foreign to Cara, a girl from Earth, as you could get.

But they were a damn friendly lot of aliens. Friendly, generous, and, in their way, as much strangers as she was. They had come from a different continent, braving a long sea journey, to make a lot of gold selling ‘tribal goods’ to Terandrians.

Now, Cara brought herself out of her Skills for a third time. She had to do it deliberately.

[One True Falsehood]—off! [Role Change]—off!

It felt like switching something off in her head. Both her Skills, both her [Actor] Skills, switched off, and while it wasn’t as immediate as that, the Gnolls seemed to recall she was a paying guest, not one of their number.

Accordingly, Cara felt a bit less familiar with the bumping wagons and was reminded of the drying mud on her clothing and how damn uncomfortable it was. When she had been ‘playing her role’, it felt less obvious.

But perhaps that was just getting engrossed in a new character: Cara the Caravanner. Now, Iruhn coughed and looked at her sidelong.

“Herkul really should give you your fee back, yes? You’ve done more work than any other passenger.”

The other Gnolls growled agreement, but Cara waved it off.

“I still ate your food, and you were literally the only group passing by the town. If not for you all, I’d have walked to Menorome.”

“Well, half-off. You know, we’d actually like having you along if you were going further north. A singing guest who can put wheels back on wagons and is willing to help with everything else isn’t bad. If you’re leaving Menorome in a week, let us know.”

That interested Cara, and while she had no plans—she leaned over.

“A week? Are you all staying that long? Or is that short for a trade-caravan?”

The Gnolls glanced at each other and kept passing around the bowl of silkap. To Cara, it was much like tartare, a dish from her world. Gnolls spiced theirs up differently, but it tasted amazing with just some bread when you were hungry.

“Eh, some would take two. But to be honest, Menorome is expensive, yes? We can waste too much of our pay, there. The week is just to offload our goods for the best price. If we jumped at the first offer, we’d lose too much. A week to sell for the highest price and buy at the lowest.”

“Hm. How much are you selling?”

Cara cast a glance at the covered wagons. She knew there was a Chest of Holding, a magical device that let you put a lot of goods into it, as well. But the wagons were still big and, thanks to Herkul’s Skill, double their regular capacity.

This was not a poor caravan, and she had seen some of the goods when Nisre checked on them, but the Gnolls had been cagey about what they were carrying at first. Just in case she was a [Thief] or scouting them out as a [Bandit], Cara bet.

They were more open about it now. Nisre counted off on her fingers.

“More like ‘what’, Cara. We have everything. Before we even left Izril by way of Zeres, we toured the entire damn continent. If not every spot, we bought from local resellers or tribes who’d been to the places we want. So we have—still—eighteen caskets of gemstones. A thousand fat stones per casket. Rubies, emeralds—the magical gems are all in Herkul’s personal care. The ‘cheaper’ ones are in those caskets. There’s fish paste from Liscor, Prelons about to go bad—we need to offload them now or plant them—Wyvern bones, bows from the Hawkarrow tribe—”

They had countless goods, but Cara had to scoff at the first mention.

“Eighteen thousand gems? You’re pulling my leg.”

Nisre gave her a blank look.

“No, I’m—oh. Another weird Human expression. We do have—ah, it’s easier to show you, yes? Someone keep an eye out for snoops.”

The other Gnolls obligingly looked around as Nisre led Cara further back into the covered wagon. She had a key, and the caskets were chained down—but when she cracked the lid open a second, Cara’s head spun.

She had never seen gemstones as fat as the ones glittering up at her in the casket. One ruby was as big as her hand and cut like a shard, long and thick. Smirking, Nisre let Cara hold it, and it was heavy.

“Th-this isn’t glass. I know glass gemstones.”

Cara had handled fake glass props before, and this felt real. Her hands started getting sweaty, and she handed it back. Nisre packed it in a bit of cloth and put it in the casket.

“Ah, that’s the look of someone who’s never been to the City of Gems. We’ll sell at least three more caskets in Menorome. We could sell all eighteen, but Herkul commands the highest price.”

“The City of Gems?”

Nisre sat back down with the others, sighing, and a few looked grumpy at the mention.

“Salazsar. One of the six Walled Cities. Drakes. Half the time they’re at war with us or picking fights, but they do have good stuff. Like our Pallassian steel. Not that we bother trading steel to Terandria. The Dwarves make better, so we take Dwarfsteel to Izril. But few places have as many gems as Salazsar. [Mages] and [Jewelers] love this stuff. It’s a lot of our profits right there, so we’re trusting you not to mention it, yes? [Thieves] would go after us if they knew.”

They were trusting her, so Cara met their eyes and nodded as the Gnolls gave her serious looks. They grinned with all their teeth, frightening until you got used to it. Cara returned the gesture, and Nisre snorted.

“You make us too trusting, Cara. Most Humans can’t even learn to smile like a Gnoll or Drake. Are you sure you didn’t grow up in Izril?”

“I’m a fast learner.”

Two weeks and Cara felt—happy. Happy to be accepted by these people, and she almost wished she’d popped into this world near one of their tribes. To hear them tell it, life as a Gnoll back in Izril was…

“Complicated. There’s the dread Antinium who invaded twenty years back. No war—but it will come, everyone knows. Still, they never made it into the Great Plains during the last two wars, so it is a Drake matter.”

“It’s an everyone matter, Iruhn, you idiot.”

Nisre swatted his shoulder, and he hunched up, whining.

“Well, the Drakes make war with us, and the north makes war on the Drakes. Better to have fighting Carn Wolves around you than a Wyvern alone. Not that we’re weak, Cara. Plain’s Eye is the biggest tribe of all, and they sponsor our caravan. Or else we’d not afford all the gems. We’ll give some of our profits to them, but it is very fair to us.”

“We’re buying anything that will sell well in Izril. This may be our last route before the Meeting of Tribes—that happens every twenty years. We’ll be bringing back great gifts to share with our people. Everfrozen Ice from Cenidau, decent bows from Avel, Dwarfsteel from Deríthal-Vel, magic from Ailendamus—”

“Any artifacts we can buy from Ailendamus. A Greatbow would be a true treasure, but they refuse to sell them to us.”

“Idiot. We’d never be able to get it out of Pheislant, much less back home.”

The Gnolls sighed about that, and Cara decided she’d visit Ailendamus for magic. She felt at her own small belt pouch of coins.

“What about Noelictus?”

The group came back to themselves and laughed.

“Oh. Ashwheat? Fruits? Noelictus is…well, it’s food, and we don’t have preservation spells, Cara. We’ll buy enough food to last our entire trip for mere coppers while we’re here, but it’s not the kind of thing a small caravan needs. We sell at Menorome and move on.”

“I see.”

That was too bad. Cara thought of Afiele and supposed that Herkul’s caravan would never stop there except to sell. And if Lord Lantal had no coins to buy all the exotic things…

Her face fell, and the Gnolls, seeing it, tried to talk up Noelictus a bit.

“Ah, but Noelictus has…lots of excitement. Because of the dead bodies. Mice nibbling at me in the night—”

Someone kicked Iruhn. Nisre tried next.

“Menorome is a popular place to be, Cara. You’ll see. It is a lovely city filled with all the entertainments and sights the rest of Noelictus, er—”

“Lacks. Stop kicking me.”

Cara glanced up and smiled. She supposed that was fair. If Noelictus was the agricultural hub of Terandria, well, someone had to be. It was just that she had remembered why she was on the road to begin with.

She looked back, but she was far, far away from Afiele.

Afiele…Ser Dalius and Seraphel, Lord Lantal and Lady Risel, and Culin and Sasi. Violetta and Idelt.

Ghosts.

The [Necromancer].

The tomb, and—Cara closed her eyes and sat back in the wagon as the Gnolls bickered over which city they liked the most.

She tried. She really did. The same words she’d tried to speak for two weeks were caught in her throat, like a confession. Now was the time, at the end of her journey with these kind people.

She might never really see them again, so tell them…

“Everyone, can I tell you something? I, uh…my name’s not Cara O’Sullivan.”

The young woman stood up, as if she were giving a speech. But her voice wobbled far more than it should. She stood, bracing herself against the bumping canvas walls of the wagon, and Iruhn stopped chewing a second to look at her.

“Oh. What is it, then?”

Nisre glanced at Cara’s face as the [Singer] took a breath. Cara tried to get the words out, but it was hard. Unless she had to, she lied. A lie was safer, or so she had believed. Honesty only got you hurt. Faith in people meant you were let down. That was what she’d believed.

“My name is…S-Sid. Sidheag, but ‘Sid’ for short. It’s, uh. My name.”

The Gnolls glanced at each other briefly, and one made a growling, chuckling sound. Cara waited, but after a second, Nisre held the silkap bowl out to her.

“Thank you for telling us, ah, Sid. Sihhege?”

She pronounced it a bit wrong. Cara sat down again, and Iruhn nodded. He bared his teeth.

“Sidheag. What an excellent name. Should we call you by it in the city if we see you again?”

“If you like. I don’t like sharing it around.”

“Ah. And that’s your real name?”

“Yep. And I’m not Terandrian, either. I really am new to Noelictus.”

It was Irish, and clearly, phonetically unfamiliar to the Gnolls, who tried their hands at pronouncing it and then stared at the name written down. Cara’s heart was pounding a mile a minute…then she saw Iruhn glance at Nisre.

“Okay. ‘Sid’. Thank you for sharing, again.”

All present fell silent a moment, and Cara wondered if they had anything else to ask. But after a moment, one of the other Gnolls coughed.

“Have you ever been to Izril after all, then?”

“Me? No.”

“I see, I see. If you do go, start in the north. It would be more enjoyable for you, yes? Though you could say there’s less to see. Invrisil is nice, but it’s like most trade-cities. A bit of everything. The City of Adventurers under Lady Magnolia Reinhart is pleasant.”

Another Gnoll beckoned for the silkap bowl.

“For a time. First Landing is more impressive.”

“Yes, but the Humans there are all nobility and snooty. I would rather visit the Eternal Throne again! What a beautiful city!”

“Someone followed me around with a broom because they thought I was going to shed on their streets. I like Desonis more. It’s always raining, and there are Hydras, but the fishing. And the people are very hospitable. Cara—er, Sid—have you been to any of these places?”

She didn’t open her eyes, but she smiled nervously.

“I’d like to. I’d like to visit all those places. And more. Baleros, Chandrar, Izril—even Rhir.”

“Eh—not Rhir. You don’t want to visit there. Cara—Sid—Cara—the thing about Rhir is that it’s called hell for a reason. Rhir’s hells. Everyone thinks it’s an exaggeration, but it’s an understatement. I’ve talked to warriors from the tribes who went to fight there with the world’s armies and…”

She was waiting for them to ask her more about her name or where she actually came from. But this caravan was very polite as she had observed. And what was more…

They stopped using ‘Sid’ after about three tries total. The Gnolls had a funny opinion about Cara’s ability to hear—they heard as well as dogs, so they could pick up you whispering dozens of feet away if there weren’t many distractions. But they sometimes forgot Cara wasn’t completely deaf.

Two of them got up to check on another wagon, and Cara distinctly heard them muttering as they hopped out.

“Sid? Does she want us to use it as an alibi? Maybe she’s a [Spy]—”

“What kind of name is Sidheag? Sounds like Cenidau, the northerners. She’s not from the north. Be nice.”

“I am, it’s just—do we tell her she needs a better fake name?”

They didn’t believe her. Sidheag’s smile turned to dismay. She glanced to the side, and Nisre rolled her eyes, realizing she’d heard them.

“It really is Sidheag.”

“Mm. I thank you for being honest and wishing to be, Cara. Yet…names. What are names, in the end? [Shamans] help give names at birth, and Gnolls change tribes and therefore our ‘last name’. One can be anything they want. True, a [Scrying] spell is one thing, but if you wish to be called Cara or Sidheag…which is more pleasant for you?”

“Cara, I guess.”

“Then Cara it is.”

The others nodded, and Cara stared at Nisre sipping from a canteen, then Iruhn’s conspicuous glancing at his comrades. They didn’t believe her.

But she’d told the truth. It had taken too much effort, and there was no reward other than the truth, and they didn’t…

It occurred to Cara, as the conversation switched back to cities and places of the world, that they didn’t believe her. She was an excellent liar. But it dawned on Cara, belatedly, that if some people were bad at telling lies and looked obviously like they were fibbing…

She was bad at telling the truth. Cara sat back, closing her eyes, as Iruhn tapped the wagon with his knuckles.

“I would still like to see Rhir. Why not? Just to see it once, for good or bad. Then I can retire in the tribes and get a position advising some [Chieftain] who’s never left the continent. That’s my vision.”

“As if they’d trust your opinion. You have to be wise for travelling to make you worldly, Iruhn. Cara, are you like this fool, saving up for a cushy life never to travel again?”

The [Singer] replied, eyes closed. Honestly.

“I just wish I had enough to make my fortune from place to place. I don’t have one…I want to earn a place. You have to be valuable, first.”

She thought that the Gnolls were giving each other looks again and didn’t dare open her eyes, but Nisre’s pause was broken by a chuckle.

“You do understand things like Gnolls. I like that. You hear it, Iruhn? Gold won’t buy you respect. So that’s why you’re heading to Menorome, then, Cara? To gain a reputation and levels as a [Singer]? I’ve heard that if you’re accredited enough, the Guild of Bards will give you jobs and introductions everywhere.”

Nisre nodded, and Cara opened her eyes to smile.

“Exactly. Do you know the Synphasia Theatre? Someone told me that’s the place to be.”

“It is. I saw a performance years back of a [Flautist] who could play so beautifully a flock of birds sang with her. And you want to enter their ranks?”

Cara nodded.

“That’s the plan. I’ve gotta level. I’ve got to—perform. Sing, maybe even dance or act. Otherwise I won’t be able to go back and repay everyone.”

She spread her arms as someone called out from the rest of the caravan, and the Gnolls looked up. They broke into smiles, and Cara leaned out of the covered wagon to see it in the distance.

Two shining silver doors, walls of black stone, and a palace like the lair of some evil king in the distance. She stared at it, and the feeling of being in a fantasy grew. If only she’d seen it earlier—Cara’s smile was less starry-eyed, but she tried. She gazed at Menorome, the City of Repose, and hoped there she could find what she was looking for.

Her identity.

[Actor Level 11!]

——

[Actor]. [Singer].

These were the classes that made up Cara O’Sullivan and the only means by which she was going to make a living in the City of Repose.

Well, if she failed, she could join Herkul’s caravan and head north. The [Caravan Master] himself shook her hand and told her that to her face.

“You have been a great help, Miss Cara. I am ashamed—I caught myself giving you orders like another hand after a week. I would like you to take some of your fee back, and if you should wish to join us on our route, just let me know before we leave.”

He handed her six silver coins back, half her fee, just like Iruhn had predicted. Cara almost refused—then she bowed.

“Thank you, Master Herkul. You’re very kind.”

“No. Just fair to someone who was a pleasure to have. A rarity in Terandria, which has many opinions about what we are. You had few.”

Cara did blush at that.

“I’ve got tons of opinions, Master Herkul. Just not a lot about Gnolls.”

He gave her a sardonic look. The Gnolls had something they called Velrusk Claw, a thick, purple mead that Cara had drunk too much of the first time she’d had it.

“Yes…you may wish to keep your statements about royalty quieter in Menorome, yes? But that would also make you a fine Izrilian. Be well, Miss Cara.”

And then she parted ways and felt a great pang. But Cara squared her shoulders, hugged all the Gnolls she knew well, and marched off.

She’d see them again, or so she had to hope. But she had to keep moving. This was like parting ways with a theatre group you loved. You had to move on, especially given that nothing lasted forever on stage. Or—or a part-time job where the other workers weren’t all complete pieces of crap.

The most fun she’d ever had was working at a fast food chain where the manager and all the workers had found a boundary between constantly being at work and not dying for the job at minimum pay. It had been so much of a relief to work there for three months she’d almost stayed.

But if she had, she wouldn’t be able to do what she wanted. And so she walked on.

Away, and always away. Someday, she’d go back and find a permanent place to stay.

What defined Cara was the ambition to become famous. To be a shining star. Or—that was what had been her.

Now? And these days? It was—the [Singer] looked around the dark city as it began to bloom around her and saw strings of candles lighting up with every flame. People threw open shutters, and shops glowed from within as she smelled a carnival’s air—mixed with a few nasty odors from the sewers. She felt a chill of autumn sweep away, and the City of Repose warmed with light—and whispered from the quiet citizens.

What a strangely beautiful place. Still, she thought of Afiele. Cara glanced back over her shoulder at the Gnolls armed with bows, talking to interested [Merchants] and prospective buyers, and back further still, to that quiet place ravaged by undead.

“Not yet. Not yet. I don’t have the ability to protect any of it yet.”

A hundred Gnolls wouldn’t be enough for a horde. The six silver coins she tucked into her belt pouch wouldn’t be enough. Cara turned away.

Her song, her magical songs and levels and Skills weren’t enough. All the training she had to perform was not the strength to swing a sword. Not yet, and perhaps not ever to truly be safe.

But in this world—

That was what levels were for.

——

Levels. They were the great divider between this world and Earth. More than magic, more than giant gemstones as big as your hand that were apparently trade-goods, more than Gnolls.

Skills and levels let the impossible become reality. Cara had a number of them, but she was ‘low-level’, and her most powerful Skills were, uh—situationally useful.

Some, like [Melody of Droplets], meant she could sing and get water. Or [Melody of Sparks] for flame, and [Song of Light] for…

She could make her voice echo, perform minor illusions like creating an apparently horrifying smiling emoji, and ‘act’ like she was a caravanner.

That was her latest Skill she’d gotten at Level 10—[Role Change]. It meant that Cara got what she considered to be the equivalent of four hours on the job. So instead of bumbling around asking ‘where’s the wrench’, she knew where it was and how to do basic things that you normally had to hold someone’s hand to do.

Combined with another of her Skills—[One True Falsehood]—and she could trick herself into being fairly competent.

In fact, you could say Cara had only two ‘good’ Skills. One was [One True Falsehood].

The other was [Song of Death’s Call]. Which allowed her to command the undead, possibly even animate them. It was how she had killed the [Necromancer] at Afiele, along with setting the field ablaze.

Naturally, that second Skill was not a good one to show off in Noelictus, which had a fear of undead. So—[One True Falsehood].

Was it good to have a Skill completely based around your sociopathic ability to lie to people?

…Well, it fit Cara.

“I’m a traveller from Pheislant. I was hoping I could find a room here. Could I ask about the price…? I was quoted at two coppers a night.”

Cara’s innocent look made the [Innkeeper] visibly hesitate. The man tried not to laugh in her face.

“Two coppers? Where were you staying, Miss? Some—this is Menorome. I’m afraid the price starts at eight coppers for our smallest rooms without anything else.”

“Eight coppers? I’d be paying…uh…eight times eight—six silver a week!”

“That’s very reasonable, Miss. And believe me, you may wish to pay for a better room.”

“Do you have nothing better? In Pheislant, it’s only six coppers for a regular room—and that’s at Phel’s Light, their capital!”

Cara’s dismayed look gave the [Innkeeper] some pause. And this was all a lie, because she had never been to Phel’s Light. However, Nisre had told her what the prices were, and so the lie was backed up by the truth.

“—I could ask for six silvers per week, Miss, but nothing lower.”

The [Innkeeper] hedged after a second, wiping his hands behind his apron. Cara made a show of dithering and looked around.

“Perhaps I’ll try another inn. Thank you, but six silver?”

——

“The last [Innkeeper] only charged me six silver for a week. And you want eight?”

“Which inn was this?”

“Rondel’s Rest.”

“Rondel? Well, his ‘smallest rooms’ are holes in the walls. Here, come up and let me show you the difference. Plus, I offer breakfast for my fee. This is Menorome, Miss.”

Cara was used to big cities. She had been across Ireland and, yes, been to London and parts of Europe, albeit as a visitor with very limited funds, mostly to see plays. But she, uh—still hated the prices.

The problem was that even with the money she had from Afiele, Cara had to negotiate hard before she could even find a place to sleep, which was naturally her first priority. She could have taken more gold, but not from Culin and Sasi. She’d been lucky to get the money back from Herkul.

Cara was in possession of one gold coin, thirteen silver, and four copper. It was…decent for a traveller. She’d had more to begin with, but a week on the road before meeting the caravan of Gnolls and buying some essentials for travel had eaten into her funds.

And what were her income streams? Well, a few [Innkeepers] had let her sing for copper tips, which had made her a total of three silver on the journey to Menorome. But Cara had quickly learned that even if she could put on a catchy song, there was a problem:

She was not an actual [Bard] or recognized [Singer]. So unlike a musician of the fields, most inns or taverns or bars were a bit leery about letting her perform.

Especially because a one-woman-band Cara was not. She hadn’t the stamina nor, frankly, the amount of songs memorized to put on a performance for, say, three hours. And even if she did, she’d earn silvers unless she literally knocked down a full inn of appreciative patrons.

Hence, her decision to come to Menorome to begin with: she had to parlay her abilities into a talent. Cara had worked odd-jobs all her life, and she was sure she could get a job as a dishwasher or something if she had to, or a waitress, or just scrubbing floors or something.

—Then again, when the female [Innkeeper] led her into the inn, Cara’s heart sank when she saw eight members of staff had the same uniform on she’d been seeing all over.

“Oh. Helpful Servants. I saw a few in the towns we passed, but there are a lot here.”

“That’s right, Miss Cara. Half my staff are Helpful Servants, and the other half are barely as useful—but the Helpful Servants are a bit aimless, so they need direction. They cook, clean, and I can’t imagine living without them anymore. Did you see any in the towns?”

“Only a few.”

“Ah, well, they’re expanding into the rest of Noelictus, but they’ve been in Menorome for decades. You—Kuthe? We’re in need of more Ashwheat. Go buy some then help make bread for the night’s supper.”

“Yes, Innkeeper Catorn!”

A smiling man instantly stopped mopping, put the mop to one side, and trotted out the door. Cara blinked at the presumptuous tone that the [Innkeeper] used. She felt…uneasy as she eyed the Helpful Servants.

They looked like Victorian-era maids and butlers to Cara, and she did not like that. Especially because they all had either a smile or a look of vague contentment on their faces, and they were treated like…mindless robots by everyone.

Or slaves.

It was one thing for someone to treat them like that. Another for them to seem perfectly happy to be ordered around. Catorn had clearly not known the young man’s name—he had a nametag sewn onto his front.

“—So a lot of odd jobs are being taken by them?”

“Almost all of them, Miss. If you were looking for work—you should seek something other than menial labor because the Helpful Servants charge half what anyone else would.”

Catorn gave Cara a perceptive glance, and Cara bit her tongue.

“I’m actually hoping to work at the Synphasia Theatre.”

“Oh! That’s ambitious. You know, they audition. It’s very hard to get in.”

Cara sighed. And here she’d hoped the one constant in her world wasn’t going to be the same here.

“Well, I can pay for a week. Bed and breakfast, you said? For seven silver coins?”

Of all the rooms, Catorn seemed to have the nicest, and her inn didn’t seem to be in a dicey spot. Cara could rent an apartment, but for now, having this for one week would let her fall back on the Herkul option—and the breakfast for two silvers more seemed like a steal.

Catorn pinched Cara’s cheek gently.

“I said eight. But since you’re aiming to perform at the Synphasia, let’s call it seven if you perform tonight. What are you, a juggler? If it’s firebreather, I’ll pass on performing. I’ve seen good inns burn down when they make mistakes.”

“Singer.”

“Oh, like a [Bard] singing those tragedies and triumphs? I suppose that might work.”

Catorn looked a bit disappointed, and Cara suspected a lone [Singer] without accompaniment was a rough performance. She smiled slightly and put a bit of reverb in her tone with [Echo Voice].

“I do have accompaniment, Innkeeper Catorn.”

The woman’s eyes brightened at the ‘stage voice’ Cara gave her.

“Well, you may have a chance after all. Especially because the current lineup at the Synphasia isn’t the best it’s been. That half-Elf is as good as any master, but he’s inconsistent. As for the rest…they’re just local talent. Decent! But that Dwarf…”

She shuddered, and Cara raised her brows.

“Which Dwarf?”

“Oh—I never remember. Check out the posters. She’s the only one there, but she makes ‘experimental music’. I can’t stand it. Now, seven silver…?”

Cara produced a gold coin instead, and Catorn got her the change. She offered Cara a key and some advice.

“If you’re new to Menorome, Miss Cara, remember what the guards said. Never blow out a candle. Don’t get in the way of a Hunter—you can’t miss them—and enjoy the City of Repose. It is the shining heart of gloomy Noelictus.”

She said it with great pride, and Cara smiled because the [Innkeeper] was friendly. She was clearly not like Violetta or the people of Afiele, who weren’t used to tourists.

“May I ask you a bit about the city?”

“Oh—I have time, I suppose. But only if you have a drink to wash the dust off the road. It will be my treat.”

More and more generous. The inn was fairly bustling, and Cara checked the menu.

“—Could I have a Moonlight Tea?”

An approving look said that was a good choice because it was hardly the most expensive, and Catorn produced a ball of silverish tea leaves and handed it to a Helpful Servant.

“Steep it for four minutes in boiling water. The one problem is the Helpful Servants rotate, so I have to tell them what to do each time.”

She sat down, and Cara nodded.

“May I ask why all the—candles? It certainly makes Menorome beautiful, and I know how dark it is in the towns and villages. But why no blowing them out?”

Catorn shuddered.

“Oh, I know the darkness elsewhere. I come from Fiskren, you know. A lovely province, but nowhere but Menorome is bright in the night. Here, we fear no undead thanks to the Hunter’s Guild and walls. Though the Hunters in the Central Guild can stand to do more work compared to home.”

She grimaced, and Cara raised her brows. She had never met a [Hunter] up close, and her impression of them was dim—they hadn’t been at Afiele.

“But the candles?”

“Ah, it’s both beauty and light, Miss Cara. But there is a reason you are not allowed to blow them out. The ones above? You can see them from the walls, and the [Guards] know each street has a light. If one does go out, it means something is wrong. So if someone pulled down a light above a street—”

“You’d know there was a crime happening.”

“Or someone has seen the undead.”

It was a primitive kind of alarm-system, and Cara was vaguely impressed. Although Catorn’s next words were less reassuring.

“That does lead to fires—but there hasn’t been a bad one of late. Nevermind that. What was your other question?”

“Um…what’s this Nighttrain I’ve heard about? And the palace?”

“Oh, the Nighttrain and Palace of Shadows. You visitors…”

Catorn clearly enjoyed knowing it all, and she got Cara up to speed on the underground train and the royal palace as Cara’s tea arrived. The [Singer] was a good listener, and because she was, she ended up getting some sweet mint crackers, again on the house.

They certainly filled her empty stomach, and Catorn seemed happy. Far happier than distant Afiele with the undead and the lack of riches.

“I will admit, the Helpful Servants have let me earn more and more. And the Hunter’s Cards…well, I have a few who buy my tea, like Veteran Hunter Pictirm. So I mustn’t complain too loudly.”

Hunter’s Cards were credit cards. The Nighttrain was the metroline. The Palace of Shadows was the enduring monarchy that existed despite a parliamentary system that probably did all the work, and yet the royals still had the approval of the populace.

There were a lot of parallels to her world. And try as she might…Cara thought of Afiele and Grishen and Seraphel and had to exhale.

“I suppose everyone supports Their Majesties despite the Hunter’s Cards wasting money?”

She thought Catorn would agree instantly, but the woman hesitated, glanced around, and—lowered her voice.

“Well, of course, Her Majesty Queen Nicterise is beloved. His Majesty is—interesting. The Court of Dusk has changed since I was a girl. But he seems to be doing well? And Her Majesty has enough to deal with. Princess Kadane is very witty and Prince Seratoito—young Prince Gedal is very sweet.”

Okay, now that was the kind of answer Cara found interesting. She was a staunch anti-monarchist for reasons both personal and related to her upbringing, but that was a telling comment. Indeed, after her chat with Catorn and her first day in the city, Cara picked up on a few general agreements among most folk.

Queen Nicterise, beloved but…troubled? King Allorev, generally liked but making odd or bad choices. Kadane, er, tolerated. Seratoito? Not well liked at all.

Everyone loved the young [Prince].

Oh, and the Hunter’s Guild of Menorome was not well-liked, though people were careful to not say that outright. Apparently, they had lots of money, so the businesses liked them—while wondering why they were spending so damn much.

Weirder and weirder. The only conclusion Cara came to after a day of walking around was this:

Menorome was a fairly fun place to be.

——

It felt like a festival. A festival of lights that had no end and plenty of diversions. The food here was more vibrant, the attractions actually existed, and it was all cast in a kind of—well, Noelictan style.

Cara had appreciated Violetta and Idelt’s village, and their music in the fields had a kind of gloomy charm. This entire world of black and grey and the eternal night was a goth’s dream—but the rural lands were still sort of rural.

Here, Cara saw the kind of culture you got from being a city that reveled in night.

“Moonlight Lounges? They’re open to the sky, and I think they have spells so you can see the moon even if it’s cloudy. Maybe it’s all an illusion, but I’ve sat and had tea under full moonlight, and it’s like bathing under a cooler sun.”

“And what’s the appeal of sleeping here?”

“Oh, that. It’s—excuse me! Are you interested in a rest?”

The [Shop Attendant] had to break off chatting with Cara in a conversational manner when she spotted a mark. Someone looking around with the same wide-eyed look as most [Tourists] jumped.

“Me? I, er—”

A visitor from far off. Pheislant, perhaps, and new—you could tell instantly by the colorful clothing. Cara’s were black trousers and a white shirt and black jacket—she was blending in, and it was travel clothing—and the attendant of the Sleeping Parlor had on what looked like soft purple pajamas including a cap and slippers.

“Come on over and try our beds, sir! Or a pillow!”

He hesitated with that awkward look of a tourist feeling they were at the center of attention and unwilling to instantly back away. Cara decided to join in.

“Don’t be shy! It’s free to try! If you’re tired from your travels—why not take a nap?”

“Oh, so it’s like an inn or something…?”

The man approached, and a second attendant hurried out with a pillow for him to try, sensing a sale was in progress.

“Absolutely, sir. Are you from Pheislant? Surely you’ve heard of our water pillows, or perhaps you’d care for our dream-services?”

Sucker. Cara shook her head as he was pulled into the shop, and she and the attendant went back to chatting. For some reason, the attendant wasn’t pulling the same ploy on Cara—possibly because Cara had come over to ask questions and because it was very plain Cara wasn’t about to be suckered in.

“So is it good sleep?”

“Good sleep if you lack it and Skills and magic to refresh you mentally and physically, Miss. Plus, you can even request good dreams.”

“Really? Guaranteed good dreams?”

“Or your money back.”

That was tempting. But one look at the prices and Cara shuddered.

“Too rich for my blood right now. Thanks.”

“Come back and I’ll get you a discount! Just don’t take my job!”

No fear of that! Cara waved at the [Shop Attendant] and paused to watch some firebreathers performing tricks outside.

Now that’s a fire hazard. She still admired a series of butterflies one of them spat and watched them flutter around in impossible ways before vanishing. Cara absently felt at her pocket, pulled something out, and remembered—

“Damn.”

For the thousandth time, she stared at the blank screen of her phone and sighed. The dead iPhone was out of charge…and Cara wished she had an ounce of power to record the people she’d met or this display.

Sighing, she went to pocket it and looked around. The Synphasia Theatre next. By all accounts, it was good money if she could get in, and frankly, the costs in this city were so h—

Her hand slipped as she went to put the phone in her pocket, and she missed the pocket. Cara cursed, bent—and saw in the reflection of the fire’s light her beautiful, dead phone twirling and reflecting the lights of Menorome.

Then—it hit the paving stones perfectly, and the plexiglass screen cracked. A piece twirled straight across the street and into the gutters as Cara stood there.

Then she covered her face and tried not to scream.

——

She should have bought one of those stupid phone cases. But Cara had never dropped her phone badly enough to do more than crack it. Even if she had broken it—she had known most smartphones had an expiry date of a few years.

It was just that Cara had never faced the situation where the most high-tech object she owned might break and she’d be staring at the innards and facing a world where it was gone for good.

After she’d stopped swearing, Cara had taken one look into the sewer grate and realized she’d never get the missing piece back. So she’d done what anyone would—looked at her options.

Twenty-six silver coins, four copper since she’d gotten change from Miss Catorn. One gold coin was twenty silver; one silver coin was ten copper.

Tip to the [Firebreathers], two copper.

Registration at the Guild of Bards, four silver.

Audition fee at Synphasia Theatre, five silver.

Dinner, trout, and a suspiciously familiar Gnollish fish paste and an Ashwheat filling, one silver, five copper.

Remaining funds after one day in Menorome: fifteen silver coins, seven copper.

Not good at all. Oh, the fish was good, but Cara was still fuming about the other fees.

The Guild of Bards she got, she really did. When she presented herself as a [Singer], they were only too happy to register her and tell her that her performances and level would let her find work as a registered member. Similar to the Adventurer’s Guild, she could take assignments or even find people to work with.

It was a very…interesting place. The Guild of Bards had been filled with a lot of people working on poems, gossiping about events in foreign courts, or scheming on ways to get a lucrative client. Lots of social climbing, it seemed.

Cara had practically been ignored by everyone but the fairly friendly man at the counter, who’d asked her to sing a local song. When she managed to do it after being taught it once, by ear, he’d approved her as a member of the Guild.

But she had no intention of working up their ranks. That was just a fallback—and because it seemed like it would give her a better chance at her real calling.

The stage.

The moment she’d heard there was a theatre in this world, Cara had known she needed to see the Synphasia Theatre with her own eyes. Everything she’d hoped for and envisioned when she’d heard tales of it was of the real thing.

Picture the scene: Victorian-era England, the dawn of performances like this changing from the roving troupes to official, stationary performances. The advent of The Globe Theatre, and the Bard of Avon himself, Shakespeare, dashing off performances for high- and low-folk alike.

That…would have been Cara’s dream, to be at the forefront of something like that in this world and become a central actor on that stage. If she could have made a wish back on Earth, that would have been the place and time she would have wanted to be, even with the black death and terrible hygiene and all.

—Or one of the heydays of Broadway or something.

That was the picture in Cara’s head, and if she was honest, her true ability was in her talent to act, not just sing. She had studied dancing, learned how to change accents, tried to make herself the right material to be chosen as a lead actor, and auditioned across her home country like crazy to make it happen.

She’d thought she was close—until coming to this world. Now, Cara was ready to begin again and to gain the Skills and levels to make a mark in this world.

——

When she had arrived at the Synphasia Theatre, Cara had realized she was too late and too early. It was…both a theatre and not.

“Auditions are five silver coins!”

“Five silver, but why are we paying to—”

“Five silver! And if you fail, try again next week! If you’re not confident enough to put down five silver, don’t bother!”

Cara wasn’t the one who had objected, but the angry man with a painted face shouted at her and the other auditioners as one unit. He was a [Fool], a clown in makeup, although he didn’t have the same red nose or act.

Right now, he was just mad and demanding silver and writing down names.

“Next?”

“Cara O’ Sullivan—”

“Class?”

“[Singer]. Do you want—”

“Just get your best act ready, and the [Manager], Joeired, will see if you’re good enough. Two days at sundown, 1 PM exactly. If you’re late, no refunds! Silver?”

He held out a jar and shook it when she hesitated. Cara had a split-second decision to make and ended up putting five of her precious coins in the jar.

Her rationale was simple: this was her best shot at employment. If she had to pay, she had to pay, and she doubted the poor [Fool] was the one calling the shots.

If anything, he looked harried, upset, and the hopeful auditioners arguing with him weren’t making him any happier. He was sweaty, and from his running makeup, Cara guessed he’d just performed on stage.

So—her heart sank as she stepped back and started around the entryway of the Synphasia Theatre. Too late and too early. What that meant was—she was before the dawn of plays.

‘Theatre’ was a word this world had, but either it wasn’t always associated with plays directly or the current lineup wasn’t there. She eyed the attractions, which were painted on huge posters tacked up everywhere.

See the Fools of Menorome jape and jibe across the stage! Listen to Rolairenes the Violinist’s incomparable music! Witness the greatest fire breathing in the City of Repose!

That was just one example of the posters’ headings and lineups. Someone was being clever and rearranging the acts so each poster had someone different on it, or a different ordering of the talent.

Cara approved of that—but she was taking notes of the posters. They were cheap, although possibly each one was hand-painted, which you had to do in this world, she supposed. Still, they were clearly mass-produced, and so the handsome visages or amazing colors of the performers were a bit weak up-close.

Even so, she could tell who the main acts were. ‘Rolairenes’ was the main act and featured on every poster. The fools and firebreathers had no names, but there was a juggler named ‘Andex’ who did something with knives, and apparently, there had been a dancing Mothbear.

Had been, because that name was crossed out on the posters along with the [Beast Tamer], though the picture remained. That was Cara’s first clue to what this place was.

A kind of…circus act.

Well, that was harsh, but she thought it was fair. A violinist sharing the same stage with a [Fool] and a [Firebreather]? Where was the consistency here? What was the theming from having someone listen to the music then laugh at someone?

She was almost tempted to pay for a ticket, but it was two silvers for basic seats, and she couldn’t afford to waste her coins, especially since the audition was in two days. However…Cara looked around, studied the ceiling, the walls, even the carpet, and nodded.

“…This might be trouble.”

The Synphasia Theatre had seen better days. The signs were everywhere, so you could just look and get a generally favorable impression, but if your eyes lingered on anything, the cracks started emerging.

Literal cracks in the plaster. Stains in the rich carpet that was probably very expensive, a classic red covering the floor, but worn away to reveal floorboards in parts. The woodwork was glossy with age, but scratched from lack of maintenance.

She was too early for plays it seemed, if this world would ever develop them. Too late for the heyday of this theatre. The harried staff spoke to her of bad management; making the talent do the work of taking tickets was bad form. Similarly—

“He’s not that good, you know. Everyone says he’s the next Barelle the Bard, but Barelle sold this place out each and every day. Rolare can’t do that.”

A sour voice made Cara turn, and she saw a man bandaging up a hand. One look and she guessed it was Andex, the [Juggler].

He was bleeding from one hand, and he looked tired and sour.

“New, are you? Good luck on the auditions. Don’t be late or Joeired will kick you out. You might get in if you have a decent act. You look well enough, and he’s all about looks and colors right now. Do you have a flashy costume?”

“No costume at all. Cara. [Singer]. Are you Andex?”

He offered her his other hand and tied the bandage off with a sigh.

“That’s me. Don’t mind the blood. It’s just a little cut, and the audience didn’t notice. You might want a costume, though Joeired will come up with something if he likes you.”

“Costumes…”

She eyed his and saw he had bright, metallic silver on his arms and gold, bronze, and other patches sewn onto a black costume. She imagined it would be dazzling if he juggled. Andex saw her look and scowled.

“Like it? It blinds the audience, but Joeired insisted on it. Given how many walked out, I think I’ll go back to my old uniform next time.”

“You sound, uh—happy about the job. Can I ask if it’s worth it?”

Andex hesitated and glanced at Rolare. He scowled at the half-Elf’s image and flicked his hand.

A throwing knife buried itself in the poster, hitting the handsome half-Elf with blond hair and a violin dead in the face. Cara jumped, and Andex removed the knife.

“Sorry. Is it worth it? Well, it pays better than any other job, even if I’m just the lead-in for Rolare. Although we’re the ones who get booed if he doesn’t perform.”

Wow, a prima donna in the theatre and bad management. Cara’s heart sank further, but Andex saw her look and tried to reassure her.

“It’s worth it, even if you just want to tell the Guild of Bards you were accepted. They know Joeired’s a bastard with good eyes. So if he accepts you and then boots you after a week—that’ll still raise your mark.”

“I see. Are you planning on that?‘

“Well, until I get so sick I quit or find a better offer. You can level and earn gold if you’re a main act. Until then, it’s silver each week, but you get rooms…not good rooms, but rooms in the theatre.”

Hm. That could be an option. This place seemed like it sucked, but Cara was still drawn to the stage. She ended up shaking Andex’s hand again, and he winced because he’d offered her his injured one by mistake.

“Thanks for letting me know. I do have a few catchy songs, and I think I could perform well. What’s your issue with Rolare?”

“He’s pretentious. You’ll know why if you ever meet him…but he’s our best act. If only he’d do his job more than one out of every ten times, this theatre might get back on its feet a bit. But he’s no Barelle.”

Andex pointed, and Cara saw older posters tacked higher, like a wall of fame of more glorious days. Some shone with what she assumed was magical paint, or spells, and her eyes widened as she realized the pictures moved.

There was a figure on the walls, sitting and strumming a harp, each string glowing a different color. Whether it was the art or captured from life, he seemed dignified as he sat upon a stage, filling the poster.

Barelle the Bard.

“Legends in our time. The greatest [Bard] living. I saw him perform when I was a kid running errands behind the stage, you know.”

Andex’s eyes were far away. Cara was curious, so she asked.

“What made him so good? His levels? That harp? What was his performance like?”

Andex blinked, and the [Juggler] looked at her, then tried to explain it. His eyes travelled up, and he pointed out to Menorome’s dark skies.

“What was it like? Rolare plays just as beautifully, but he’s got different Skills. Barelle? Barelle could play, and the skies themselves would open and the sun shine down.”

Cara looked up at the dark night over Menorome and shivered. That sounded like…religion. Or the power to mimic it.

“And was it good music? Aside from the Skills?”

The [Knife Juggler] grinned at Cara.

“What are you talking about? That was just from the music. Then he used his Skills. Do you have songs like that, Miss Cara?”

She looked at him, grinned at the bullshit bravado, and saw him eying her up and down like a potential competitor. She inhaled the scent of this musty theatre struggling with finances, filled with bad management, dubious talent, and dreams.

Damn it, but she wanted to be part of it despite it all, so badly it hurt. Cara looked Andex in the eyes and grinned.

“Let’s find out.”

——

Two days later, Cara was down to a happy, round number of coins.

Eight silver.

Seven silver over two days was a lot of money being spent. Cara couldn’t help it. She’d tried to cut costs and eat at the cheapest spots possible, but recalled at once why it was hard to be a visitor.

Lacking a kitchen meant she had to eat at the cheapest places rather than prepare her own food. Adding to that, she had to pay for a bath with Miss Catorn or stew in her own mucky travel clothing, wash her clothes, and she did want to do things in the city, even if she was practicing.

Each meal could cost a silver or more depending on how much she bought, so keeping the price down this much was a sign she had to either win this audition or consider her options.

If there was one bright side, Cara was certain now that pop and modern music were as prevalent in this world as gemstones as big as your face were in hers.

The [Bards] in their Guild were only too happy to perform for her, especially if she wasn’t sparing in her compliments, and they claimed ‘Calanfer’, Seraphel’s kingdom, was a haven for their kind.

A lot of their music was catchy, despite Cara’s impression of bad court music. They were good singers who could hit a pitch arguably better than modern singers—thanks to their Skills. Certainly, any Level 20 [Bard] could walk into any regular amateur singing group and take them on and win.

However, the song’s contents were the limiting factor. And not even in cadence or style; there were fast, even astringent war songs and romantic ballads and bawdy odes that Cara thought were good, even if the subject matter was foreign to her.

Someone called ‘Lady Wuvren’ of Izril had some amazingly lewd music that was actually illegal to sing around children. The advantage, as Cara saw it, was in instrumentation.

The [Bards] had variants on guitars, flutes, harps, drums—but nothing more. They knew of a harpsichord—no pianos.

Even their drums were lower-scale than a real drum set. They were a mobile lot who could roam around. And because of that—they lacked the kind of instrumentation that only came from a place where you sat down at a pipe organ and made use of a cavernous space.

Perhaps this was by design, because when Cara expressed this to one of the [Bards], she got a hefty frown. The woman adjusted some glasses and sniffed.

“Well, yes, we can’t make music like that, Cara. But that’s just because none of us have hit Level 30 or Level 40 yet. Myself, I’m hoping for [Second Performance]. Then I’ll be able to play a proper countermelody.”

“You mean, like—”

“Two harps! Playing at the same time. I met a [Choir Singer] who could sing like thirty men and women, but of course, he went to Calanfer for better work. If you want all that, you’d best focus on levels. Performing before the nobility or some Gold-rank adventurers would do that.”

And that—was sort of the problem. Cara was in love with the idea of someone being able to perform like that by themself. It was this world’s version of someone who could produce a full song using only software that could mimic a variety of musical notes.

She was less in love with the concept that levels enabled all this. If you could only begin experimenting once you were Level 30, well, that was a high bar to clear.

The point was, she was fairly confident that Earth’s songs were a huge draw. The one thing Cara was working on was presentation.

She had to admit, standing in one place and singing a song, no matter how catchy, was a bad act. She was trying to figure out how to channel the energy of an entire concert…into one person and without buying a bunch of props.

Thus, after the Guild of Bards, Cara went on a hunt into Menorome. She had an idea that the thing she needed was either a prop…or better yet, the real thing. As it turned out, both her solutions lay in the same place.

——

“Hello, and welcome to the Mage’s Guild. Can I help you, Miss? Do you have a [Message]? Or would you like our other services?”

“Hello! I’d like to ask about your enchanting fees, please? Oh, and someone said you could do [Repairs]?”

The [Apprentice Mage] at the desk was bored. But she brightened up when the young woman asked her an actually interesting question.

Normally, she just took [Message] spells, wrote them down, and sent them up to a [Mage] to be sent out and took replies out or transcribed them for her clients.

Enchanting was a lot more interesting.

“Our [Enchanter] has a limited number of slots open today, Miss.”

“Damn. It’s 12 PM—uh, they don’t work within an hour, do they?”

The [Apprentice Mage] tried not to laugh as the young woman fidgeted. She only stopped when she saw a glare from one of the senior [Mages] watching her work.

“No, Miss. It’s usually at least a week’s wait. A day if it’s simple. But I can appraise whatever you want! Do you, uh, have the object? I can’t do the work myself, but I can let you know the rough cost.”

The young woman put something down on the counter.

“This is, er, just a sample. I was wondering if you could make anything I spoke into this louder? In volume?”

“You mean, a [Loudness] spell? Yes, we enchant all kinds of things like that, and it’s a very standard Tier 2 spell. It would normally cost only six gold coins for a month-long enchantment.”

“Six gold coins?”

One look said the young woman didn’t have that. The apprentice sighed.

“If the material is bad—for a true enchantment, we generally need pure materials, Miss, like gemstones or something high-quality. A skilled [Enchanter] can permanently apply the spell to anything, but this…er…this is just wood, Miss.”

The apprentice was inspecting the object that Cara had put down, and she’d been expecting to find something in it or on it that was unusual. But it was just a round bit of wood attached to a short, thick cylinder, and Cara wanted it painted black. A [Carpenter] had made this for her in a moment with some scraps for a few coppers.

The microphone idea was not going to play. Six gold for a temporary enchantment? The [Apprentice] handed it back to Cara and looked at her pityingly.

“We can’t just enchant regular scrap wood that easily, Miss. Our [Enchanter] could take a look at it, but the price would go up…”

“I see. Thank you.”

Cara exhaled hard, and the [Mage] looked at her sympathetically.

“Enchantment’s very expensive, Miss. Sorry, but our [Mages] are Wistram-trained.”

She said it like it meant something. Cara nodded.

“Right. Wistram. The Academy of Mages. I’m sorry, but, er—could you tell me why that’s so special? I mean, everyone always says it like it means something, but…”

She gave the young woman an embarrassed smile, and the [Apprentice] looked self-important as she explained.

“Well, it’s because it’s the academy of magic, Miss! Magic isn’t something you can teach yourself easily. Training, lessons, it’s all at Wistram. I’m going there myself, you know, once I save up for the entry fee.”

“Really? Congratulations!”

Damn entry fees! Left, right, and center! Cara was getting sick of them, and she was sure she should start heading for the Synphasia soon to get to that audition. She was nervous because this audition really mattered despite having done this a lot.

“I just had one question besides that. Sorry, but—do you [Repair] things here? I guess that’s expensive too.”

The [Apprentice] had been glancing over Cara’s shoulder for the next person, but she blinked and looked back at Cara.

“Oh, have you got something damaged, Miss? We can do that so long as it’s mundane. You know, a broken cup, a quill? Nothing magical, obviously, and artwork and such needs a Skilled touch. [Repair] doesn’t work on well-made swords or anything else. Simple stuff.”

“Ah.”

When Cara had seen that service in the Mage’s Guild, she’d had to ask. She hesitated—but then took out her broken iPhone. It wasn’t like the girl had any idea what it was.

“I’ve just got this hand-mirror, actually. See?”

She pointed at the reflective plexiglass, and the [Mage] frowned at it.

“Hand…mirror?”

Lie, lie! Cara held her breath, but the [Apprentice]’s face cleared after a second, and she looked curious rather than calling Cara’s lie instantly.

“Oh, it’s the oddest one I’ve seen, but it’s sort of attractive. What’s the stuff inside?”

“Just—decorative. It comes apart. But it’s broken, and I bet it’s not fixable, is it? Or how much would that be?”

She had to have her phone fixed. Even if it was dead, Cara didn’t want it breaking further and, well…she had eight silver coins left.

It was stupid to ask, but she might as well know the number. But the [Apprentice] just shrugged.

“Four silver coins, Miss. I could cast it for you right now. I do know the spell.”

She looked proud about that. Cara stared at her. Then she licked her lips.

“Right now? Is…could…is there a chance the [Repair] spell could damage my mirror if it doesn’t work? It’s actually valuable.”

“No, Miss. If it fails, then it would just fail or only partially repair. I’ve never heard of anything—Master Bebis, can a [Repair] spell fail? This client wishes to have their hand-mirror repaired, but it’s a bit odd.”

“Hand-mirror? It should be fine. I could supervise the casting, Miss Cara. What an odd mirror.”

The [Mage] was more perspicacious than the apprentice and gave the mirror a second look. Now she was in it—Cara hesitated, but she had a sudden, deeply intense urge to try.

Four silver and I can pay for today. If I nail this audition, I’ll sort that out and—

She just really wanted her phone fixed. It was beyond an irrational desire. It was what had saved her in the tomb, and the longer the two looked at the ‘hand-mirror’, the closer Cara felt her [One True Falsehood] was to unravelling.

“—Sure. Here’s the silver.”

She placed them down, and the [Apprentice] instantly produced a wand. She waved it left and right a few times as her supervisor scolded her.

“No need for that. Just focus—focus—alright, go for it.”

“[Repair]!”

There was no great flash of magic, nor anything else. It was, after all, a simple Tier 2 spell that any junior [Mage] could cast. The kind of thing you used on broken vases or mundane objects. Nothing magical. Nothing valuable.

The all-mundane, all non-magic iPhone shuddered—and Cara saw a piece of the broken screen reappear and the cracks join, and her heart leapt in delight.

“It worked!”

“Very nice, Anisca. It appears to be fixed, Miss.”

The [Mage] congratulated the apprentice and was turning away as Cara beamed. The [Singer] reached for the iPhone, about to thank the girl for fixing it, externally at least, and began to worry her phone might have been damaged internally by the magic.

After all, it was magic, and this was a complex device. What if it wiped the memory? Then—Cara’s worries about her phone transmuted into something else entirely. Because a second after the spell fixed the phone—

It turned on.

The [Apprentice] recoiled with a cry of surprise as the iPhone began to glow and vibrate. She stared down—and Cara’s heart exploded in her chest.

“What’s going on? Master, I think I broke—it’s glowing! Is that a [Light] spell? It’s not magical, though!”

She stared at the glowing iPhone, and Cara snatched it. She held it up as the [Mage] turned.

“Is something wrong, Miss?”

“No—it’s working! How is it—I mean, this is all fine. Thank you. The mirror does that. Trick of the light.”

Trick of the—? Her lie was falling apart, but Cara was shaking.

The spell had recharged the phone’s battery! Of course! It made sense in a crazy way! Why wouldn’t it—?

“Is that device actually an artifact, Miss? That would have cost more—though Anisca shouldn’t have been able to fix it if so. How do you feel, Anisca?”

“More tired than usual, Master?”

The apprentice was swaying a bit, and Cara was now trying to turn her iPhone off as she put it in her pocket. She was trying to downplay it to the two, and if need be, she’d fork over her last four silver coins in a heartbeat as an apology. She was smiling genuinely now.

Forget the microphone idea! This—this is everything! My iPhone! If I’d known it could—

All the music. All the abilities. Photos, recording software—

She had the world’s greatest advantage in her pocket, and she just wished the damn thing would turn off.

But it was helpfully starting up. Cara was just about to tell a lie and make her escape when two things happened.

A [Mage] poked his head out from the top floor of Menorome’s busy Mage’s Guild.

“Magus Bebis. Is the Guildmaster present? The Academy has an urgent message. From an Archmage, no less!”

Magus Bebis turned, and everyone else glanced up with great interest.

“The Academy? I—they’re not here. I’ll contact them.”

“You should read it too, Magus. It’s very urgent—”

The [Mage] strode away, and Cara was backing up, apologizing to Anisca, who wanted her to stay, but Cara thought she’d made it.

Then her iPhone began to ring. Ring and ring, and Cara froze, and her eyes went round.

Impossible.

She snatched the iPhone from her pocket and raised it. Despite the staring [Apprentice]. She turned and—

“Hello?”

There was something wrong. Instead of the familiar sign of a call, Cara saw the strangest thing. It was…floating above her phone. It was a box of text. It looked like a chatlog, and her heart began to try to kick its way out of her chest.

“What is…”

Cara turned to look at Anisca, and then she ran.

“Wait!”

Anisca nearly left her desk before she sat down, but Magus Bebis looked up from the priority [Message] that had just gone out from Wistram. He looked down at it again, up at where Cara had been, and swore.

“Anisca! What was that girl’s name?”

“Who—the one just there?”

“Yes! Did you get it?”

“No, but—”

“Darn!”

Bebis charged after the young woman, but she was gone in the crowds. He still ran—but came back panting five minutes later. When he did, the wide-eyed [Apprentice] and the excited [Message]-[Mage] were there.

“If she comes in—tell me or the Guildmaster immediately. I need to contact them and send a [Message] back to Wistram.”

He was excited beyond belief. Bebis looked at the instructions he’d received and then whispered.

“We found one. There’s a reward for everyone, including you, Anisca. The Archmages will want to hear this immediately.”

The mouths of the other two [Mages] dropped as Bebis practically ran upstairs to send a priority transmission. Then—the craziest call in the world took place.

And Cara was unable to be part of it.

——

The Synphasia Theatre was not nearly as grand by ‘day’ as it was by night. It looked as run-down as Cara had noticed, without flattering candlelight, and when she walked into the theatre—well, strode, passing by the [Fool] who recognized her and checked her name off the list—it was past empty seats and towards a stage where a self-important man in a flamboyant suit was strutting about.

Joeired was a ponce. He had slicked-back hair, thanks to an alchemical gel, and a shining surcoat that looked like gold under the right light. It was just bad pyrite, and he himself was a florid man. An ostentatious, obsequious sycophant to anyone he thought was rich.

A rude boss of a harpy to anyone he thought he could shout at. Which was all the auditioning performers who were hoping to get a gig at the amazing Synphasia.

They were all nervous. Fallen from grace or not, this was gold over the silver they had made, a chance to be part of Menorome’s premier act…and he was letting them know it.

“We pay for the best! You understand me? This is not your local town’s best bar-act for drunken incompetents fondling their beer steins with one hand and someone with the other. This is a show that the Palace of Shadows will ask for. Their Majesties might see you and recommend you to other nations. His Majesty of Avel, the King of Bows, is in this city right now. Do you understand? Do you know Barelle the Bard, the most famous [Bard] in the world? He performed here.”

He jabbed a finger at the floor, and his rings glinted. The performers stared at him nervously, some trying to look impassive, others green and hopeful. All except one.

“Are you listening, whomever you are?”

Whomever. He had excellent diction. You had to give that to him. Especially if you were someone a hundred feet up, hanging from the ceiling and grumbling about bad metalwork.

“Damn nails made of rust. Hasn’t anyone heard of threading a screw? Entire place is one good kick from going over.”

The muttering person hammered a nail into place and hoped like hell it kept the beam and the ropes from giving way. She didn’t like heights, and she was only up here because the harness was made by her. But if the entire ceiling gave out, she was going to fall a hundred feet and die. Horribly.

Well, she might survive it. But it’d hurt like hell.

Also, she didn’t know how architecture worked. Which was slightly concerning because she was the one hammering nails into the ceiling that was definitely in danger of caving in.

But Joeired was not paying for anyone else, and she’d thought long and hard about it and made up some steel nails that were as thick around as her thumbs—which were fairly thick—and at least a foot long.

Waste of good steel, really, but with her Skills, they were practically unbendable. She had hammered them into every place where she felt rust was replacing metal and, in some places, literally replaced it all with more metal.

She knew metal. A solid mass of iron would hold if the wood fell apart. Joeired hadn’t wanted to pay for the ore, but she’d told him it was that or pay for the woodworking and a real [Architect] to fix this place up.

A hundred gold coins or a thousand. And in truth, the hundred covered all the repair costs and all the money he definitely wasn’t paying her for the job. Iron ore was pretty cheap. She’d borrowed a smithy and forge and spent two boring days making a solid beam of iron that was nine feet long and a bunch of other supports.

Right now, she was mostly done nailing the roof together with the steel, and her tok-tok-tok of a hammer was fairly quiet as Joeired shouted at whoever was unlucky enough to catch his ire.

Three hits and the nail was done, and she moved onto the next one. She drove the next nail in through the wood where the old, tiny ones had been. Sometimes she worried about the weakness of wood—but then again, she could have split stones with this hammer, so all wood was weak.

“Singer, eh? Well, pay attention and stand up straight! Now, you get one chance. So put on your best performance and don’t just stand there. Perform as if you’re in front of a thousand rich patrons! If you have anything to show, I want you to show it! I don’t need talented lumps, I need art that’s fascinating. If you’re a painting by a [Masterpiece Artist], you had better grab me, because if you hang on that wall—”

“—I won’t bother taking a look. Yeah, yeah. Why’s Rolare here, then? Idiot.”

The hanging person swung herself over to the next part of the ceiling with her harness. She had just looped ropes around each beam and had to haul herself around. She swore as she lost her grip and swung for a second, carried only by a single rope looped through steel links of chain. Then she pulled herself up with a sigh.

She didn’t know how safety ropes worked, either. She’d never been part of the Mining Guild, so this was improvised. Grandfathers, she knew they’d have expelled her in an instant if they saw this.

But no one was watching her, and she looked down glumly at Joeired.

Maybe it was time for her to leave, too. But he was giving her a shot, and she was levelling as a [Performer]. Even if she apparently caused intense distress to everyone who heard her.

Where else did she have to go? Parlay her more limited abilities off and dig herself further into shame? She didn’t have the integrity to be a fallen master. She was a fallen journeywoman, and so she was just mostly pathetic.

Mind you, the Synphasia wasn’t much better. For all he shouted and pranced and he was a miserable boss—Joeired probably knew he was the most hypocritical person here.

He was sitting, fingers steepled, watching each performance and telling them to ‘get out’ after about five minutes. They argued—he pointed and then cursed them.

They were good. All of them better than she was. The Dwarf sighed—as she pulled out another nail and began hammering it into a weak-looking spot.

“The problem is, they’re not that good.”

Joeired had an eye for talent. He didn’t have a large pool of it, but he could still weed out this weak audition. If he had a wealth of talent…Rolare would be gone, and so would Yoitha.

The performer of the Synphasia really didn’t deserve to be here, but the building needed fixes, and she was cheap. So—she hammered another nail in and regarded the newcomers.

Is anyone going to make the cut? Joeired was going to cut anyone who wasn’t a unique act. He didn’t need more firebreathers or jugglers or fools. [Tumblers]—maybe if they were unique. Oh, there was a [Beast Tamer] with a bunch of singing birds! They had bright feathers, and Joeired silenced them after one run through of their song.

“That’s…decent. How many songs do they know? You—stand there. Next! Who’s—are you still not paying attention? Who is this girl?”

He pointed again at the same unlucky person, and this time, Yoitha Sterngest had to look at which idiot was rousing Joeired’s ire. Actually, it was fairly impressive she was so distracted. Yoitha fumbled a nail, and it dinged as it went down.

Everyone ducked as the nail clattered onto the floor, and Yoitha winced as the manager turned.

“Yoitha! Keep it down! And don’t drop those damned things or you’ll kill someone!”

“Sorry! Ass.”

Yoitha, fully embarrassed, had to lower herself via the rope to grab the nail. Idiot! She knew how stupid it was to drop a tool on the work line, so she was kicking herself. But she did get a good glimpse at the girl who was aggravating Joeired.

Interesting. She looked a bit plain, but she seemed the most confident of the lot. She stood there, half watching the acts, half glancing down at something in her hand that was glowing.

Part of her act? Yoitha casually picked up the nail and just so happened to be repairing the ceiling overhead. The girl noticed her and tried to hide whatever she was reading, but Yoitha had good eyes, and it glowed. And the girl kept staring at…

Well, it made no sense to Yoitha. But whatever was going on was happening in the middle of the audition, and Joeired was getting madder and madder.

——

Cara O’Sullivan was reading the text as she stood in the audition. She knew this was bad. The manager, the pompous man who was giving the speech she’d heard variants of time and time again, was howling at her—but even when she apologized, she had to see.

This was the worst possible moment! But there it was.

A blue…box, hovering over her phone. It was displaying message after message, and if she had time—

She should leave. She should leave and join this. Unless it was dangerous? Was this secure? How was this—how many were—?

[User Rose has joined the conversation.]

[15 Users Connected]

[Squirtle344] – Lol. Another one!

[BlackMage] – Rose, welcome. Glad you made it.

[batman] – SUP.

[Rose] – Okaaaaaay. Magical floating screen. o.o

[strider_479] – That was the last one in several minutes. Looks like most of us are here so do we want to get things started?

[plusOne] – what is this?? how is this happening?

[Level 12 Warrior] – ikr? Floating screen popped up after I answered the phone. i nearly died!

[Rose] – Is this some kind of Skype call?

Skype? What was this, 2002? Cara frowned at the screen. She—

“Are you listening, whomever you are?”

The manager howled at her, and she jumped. She hid the phone behind her back.

“I’m sorry! Excuse me, Manager Joeired!”

“Who are you?”

He snarled at her. He was overweight, but he had an oddly nimble step, and she wondered if he had once had a career on the stage too. He certainly had the voice, and he walked in a distinctive way.

That was, he walked as if always presenting his front to the audience. It was something you learned to make it so that you were always ‘visible’. Cara responded as she tried not to pay attention to the glowing blue text.

“Cara O’Sullivan—”

“I didn’t ask for your name. Class! Performance!”

“[Singer]!”

He rolled his eyes.

“Singer, eh? Well, pay attention and stand up straight! Now, you get one chance. So put on your best performance and don’t just stand there. Perform as if you’re in front of a thousand rich patrons! If you have anything to show…”

She glanced down as he turned back to his rant. Not good. Someone like him was personality-based and might fail her for just disliking her. But she couldn’t look away.

If she left the audition now, she was sure he’d remember it. But damn it—

[strider_479] – More like a magical chatroom. I’m not sure how this is possible, though.

[BlackMage] – Right, let me start things off. I’m uh, the one who set all this up. We’re all connected by magic.

[Squirtle344] – bull

[50fiftyCents] – no its true i can detect magic with my skill

[twinTrouble_53] – Still impossible. How is this happening?

[batman] – iPhones r magic. duh. apple has wizards.

[America Group] – Hold on, let’s let BlackMage speak.

America? This chatroom was as stupid as any she had ever imagined. Which somehow made her believe this was actually happening because those names…Americans?

Who was BlackMage? Also, why was there batman in chat? Well, never mind that. Cara lined up with the other auditioners, incredibly grateful she was not performing now.

[BlackMage] – I managed to link up our phones, but it takes a LOT of magical power to do this. And I thought having a bunch of voices would be too confusing so we’re in chat.

[twinTrouble_53] – How much power?

[batman] – over 9000 lol.

[BlackMage] – I hope we can use this as a way to communicate and make sense of things here.

[Loran Grimnar] – Not many people here. Is it because of distance?

[BlackMage] – Shouldn’t be a problem.

[strider_479] – Maybe this only works with iPhones?

[ayan] – everyone is dead. we are the only survivors!

[50fiftyCents] – fuck android users man. Their loss.

[asdf] – send help pls!

Only iPhone? Why? And her phone had begun ringing only after it turned on. She must have been lucky—

Help?

[America Group] – Let’s all calm down and try to make sense of things. If we all type no one will be able to understand anything.

[ayan] – who make u the leader?

[BlackMage] – I think he’s right. We should start with basics.

[Rose] – What basics? I’m sitting in a forest in THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE. I haven’t seen anyone except monsters for DAYS!

[asdf] – help

[strider_479] – What, really? I’m in a city right now with some other people who got teleported with me.

[BlackMage] – Really? Where?

[Kent Scott] – Does this city have a name?

[America Group] – HOLD ON. Let’s start with basic information. Where are all of you?

[strider_479] – I’m in the Adventurer’s Guild in my city. Pentagost.

[Rose] – I’m in a forest, like I said. I have no idea where I am.

[batman] – this is a trap lol.

…Pentagost. Remember Pentagost. Other people?

Trap?

[twinTrouble_53] – It’s not a trap. What makes you think that?

[plusOne] – who CARES? if you can send us a message, can you send us home?

[Squirtle344] – omg pls!

[Level 12 Warrior] – yes.

[asdf] – yes do it please!

[BlackMage] – I can’t do that. This is all I can do. I don’t even know what sent us here.

[50fiftyCents] – damn

[Squirtle344] – i want to go home.

[America Group] – Not much we can do about that now. Priorities should be linking up & sharing information to survive.

[strider_479] – In that case, start with levels and classes.

[ayan] – why?

[strider_479] – Good information to know. I’m a Level 16 [Ranger], by the way.

[Rose] – Classes? What?

[BlackMage] – Not bad. I’m a Level 11 [Engineer] at the moment, and Level 8 [Mage]. That’s how I set up this call.

[Loran Grimnar] – What?? You can become a ENGINEER?

[BlackMage] – Seems like it. I took apart my iPhone and some of my electronics and got the class.

[twinTrouble_53] – Whoa, electronics? You have more stuff?

[batman] – when r you gonna get [Technomage] class?

[Level 12 Warrior] – There’s a [Technomage] class???? How do u get it?

[plusOne] – hes just trollin. ignore him.

[50fiftyCents] – Level 10 [Mage] here. Magic is AWESOME!

[ayan] – ive just been running away from everything ur killing monsters??? level 4 traveler level 1 trader

[America Group] – I am a Level 26 [Knight]. Others with me are [Assassin], [Pyromancer], [Beast Tamer], [Tactician], [Fist Fighter], etc…and one [Clown].

Level 26? No way. That was…Cara blinked at the list.

[Clown]? Also, [Engineer]? Did that mean every class from back home was—she needed to know more. This conversation was driving her insane—and so was the manager shouting at the people on stage.

“You fail, I said! You’re not impressive, and no one cares that you can juggle eleven balls! Get out!”

She had the urge to kick him, even if he was right. The kid was fourteen! Cara gritted her teeth. Read on.

[Squirtle344] – wut.

[strider_479] – Get out.

[twinTrouble_53] – Do you have a list of all the classes?

[Kent Scott] – How many people are with you? What are their names?

[plusOne] – no wey. u can’t be 26

[America Group] – I am.

[batman] – i am [Dark Avenger]. level 999999.

[Level 12 Warrior] – Impossible. How did u level so fast? I’ve been killing monsters every day as an adventurer, and I’m only a Level 12 [Warrior].

[America Group] – It seems like our summoning spell blessed us in some way. We all gained the [Hero] class when we were summoned, but none of us have managed to progress it past Level 1 that I know of. It seems to make us all level up faster.

[batman] – gtfo. pics or it didn’t happen.

[BlackMage] – Some people on my end are telling me that no one’s gotten the [Hero] class in centuries. What kingdom is this?

[Loran Grimnar] – Wait a second. Slow down. SUMMONED????

[America Group] – Weren’t all of you summoned here?

[strider_479] – No.

[Squirtle344] – no.

[batman] – i’m the chosen one.

[Loran Grimnar] – We arrived in a storm. Half of us FELL down a cliff on our first night!

[Rose] – I woke up here! No idea what happened!

[asdf] – help please!

[strider_479] – Backtrack to the Level 26 part. I’ve been here for two weeks. How the fuck did you get that high so fast?

[Squirtle344] – language.

[batman] – shut up fag.

[plusOne] – omg. can we block u?

[Loran Grimnar] – Two weeks? I’ve been here way longer than that!

[ayan] – wait. ive been here for three months.

[50fiftyCents] – WHAT

[BlackMage] – This is important! What’s the last big thing you all remember from our world?

[ayan] – um. the election?

[BlackMage] – Did it already take place?

[ayan] – no, i meant we were still in the primaries. TRUMP just got nominated for republicans.

[Loran Grimnar] – Hold it. The election’s over. Way over.

…She was developing a hate for batman beyond words, but all that fell out of her mind when she read on. Hold on.

American elections? She knew that one. She…

Nominated? She didn’t know the American system, but that felt wrong. Did they mean the second time or something? Because unless Cara was wrong, it was 2018.

He was already elected. Or sworn in or whatever. Long ago. Maybe she’d been in the crypts longer than she thought and it was 2019…no, it didn’t work no matter how she sliced it.

What was going on?

[Squirtle344] – No way.

[ayan] – liar

[Loran Grimnar] – I’m serious. It was just after Christmas when I got abducted.

[strider_479] – There’s a huge time difference here, it seems.

[America Group] – Wait, if the election’s over, who won?

[BlackMage] – Hillary, duh.

[Rose] – No. It was Trump!

[plusOne] – omfg no way yESSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

[Level 12 Warrior] – America is doomed.

[ayan] – glad im here.

[50fiftyCents] – shut up! Trump is 100000X better than lyin hillary.

[ayan] – aaaand now the idiots appear. good luck i hope a monster eats you.

[plusOne] – fuck u liberals

[Loran Grimnar] – WHO CARES? THIS ISNT AMERICA!!

[strider_479] – I’m not even American.

[Squirtle344] – wut

[ayan] – seriously?

[strider_479] – Yeah. I’m from Australia. What about everyone else.

[plusOne] – u don’t sound australian.

[strider_479] – This Australian enough for you, ‘mate’?

[Rose] – Who types in accents?

[batman] – racist

[plusOne] – shut up.

[twinTrouble_53] – England here.

[ayan] – WUTTTT

[Level 12 Warrior] – i thought everyone was American! hey there!

[America Group] – I’m with a group of Americans over here. We’re from all over the continent, though.

[plusOne] – you and your ‘summoning spell’ right

[America Group] – Not a lie.

[Loran Grimnar] – Who’s from America? Me.

[50fiftyCents] – America! FUCK YEAH!

[Rose] – I’m from California.

[BlackMage] – Okay, so we’re from everywhere. I’m from America too, by the way. But back to when we arrived. How long have all of you been here?

[Loran Grimnar] – Maybe four weeks? It gets hard to tell.

[ayan] – seventy eight days.

[batman] – forever

[plusOne] – a month? not sure.

[Rose] – A week.

[strider_479] – Wow. Really?

[Rose] – Yeah, I just got here and I’m flipping out.

They weren’t here at the same time. Cara—

“—are you still not paying attention? Who is this girl?”

Nearly went deaf. A hand snatched for the iPhone, and Joeired glared at her. He was red-faced, and she—

“I’m so sorry, but I have this—”

Oh my god. I’m that person who has an issue during an audition. The person we all hate. It’s me. I’ve become her.

“You seem to be awfully keen on whatever that artifact is. This is the Synphasia, and I notice you’re not even worried. I don’t need someone who can barely pay attention at their audition!”

“I am so sorry, Master Joeired. I could perform now.”

He glared at her, looking her up and down, and his eyes lingered on her body a bit too long.

“Hm. You stand well. You look decent. Get out. If you can’t pay att—”

Ding.

Something fell from above, hit the ground, and left a divot in the floorboards. Everyone jumped, looked up—and Cara saw a short woman holding a hammer hanging from the ceiling.

Is that a Dwarf? She gaped—and then ducked as the Dwarf woman nearly dropped the hammer as well. Everyone jumped back, and the [Manager] backed up, shouting.

“Yoitha! Keep it down! And don’t drop those damned things or you’ll kill someone!”

He turned and stared at Cara, but then threw up his hands.

“Next! I don’t have time for this!”

This time, Cara put the iPhone down on her lap. She glanced up and swore the Dwarf was staring at her. But if she angled the text box below her seat…she kept her head raised and tried to read via her peripheral vision as Joeired glared at her every now and then. And she still had to audition.

Her head was spinning.

[BlackMage] – Wait, what’s the last thing you remember from home?

[Rose] – Um. Last thing? It’s really hard to remember. Trump banned all Muslims, but it got blocked by the judicial courts. That’s the biggest thing.

[ayan] – omg. Hitler’s back with a wig!

[50fiftyCents] – don’t be stupid. the muslim ban was a long time coming. Obama should have done it if he weren’t a traitor.

[America Group] – I’m Muslim. Several people in my group are, too.

[batman] – BURNED

[50fiftyCents] – i don’t mean all muslims are bad. but a lot of you are terrorists. we’ve got to protect Americans first.

[ayan] – so racist.

[50fiftyCents] – Fuck you!

[strider_479] – Let’s all STOP with the politics. We have a lot more to cover.

[Kent Scott] – Indeed. We should all meet up.

[plusOne] – where?

[Level 12 Warrior] – more like how

[Kent Scott] – I am in a well-protected city. If we meet where I am we will be safe.

[plusOne] – yes pls!

[Rose] – I don’t know where I am.

[Kent Scott] – Tell me what cities you all are in, or what continent.

[America Group] – Our group is in Karas, a city in the Blighted Continent.

[BlackMage] – I’ve heard of that place. It’s constantly at war, right?

[Kent Scott] – Where are the rest of you?

[plusOne] – im in a city. its called Shieldmeet. i dont know anything else

[batman] – this is a total trap yo

[asdf] – help us i dont know where we are!!

[Loran Grimnar] – This isn’t a trap. We’re trying to link up.

[batman] – sez you. could be a trap.

[plusOne] – wtf is wrong with you? We’re all in this together.

[batman] – u could all be fake.

[Loran Grimnar] – Fake? What the hell are you on?

[BlackMage] – There are multiple continents on this planet, and this place is HUGE. I’m not sure we can meet so easily even if we know where everyone is.

[America Group] – Agreed. There’s a lot of extremely dangerous monsters where we are. Not a safe place.

[Kent Scott] – Tell me where the rest of you are.

[asdf] – help us please!!!!!!

[Loran Grimnar] – This is such a clusterfuck.

[America Group] – Let’s try to organize. We should start with a basic description from everyone. Write down your name, location, classes, and so on.

[Kent Scott] – That is a good idea.

[asdf] – HELP

[ayan] – so annoying!

[Loran Grimnar] – Would you STOP THAT? We’re trying to communicate here.

[asdf] – HELPHELP

[asdf] – HELP

[asdf] – HELP

[batman] – asdghhASDaj

[Loran Grimnar] – STOP.

[asdf] – help us pls!!! we need help!

[Loran Grimnar] – Why do you need help? WE ALL NEED HELP.

[asdf] – save us we r dying

Then the absurdity of idiots in chat and the annoyance and chaos and her wish they could just speak instead—became background to something Cara understood.

She had landed in the Crypts of Afiele. Dalius had said, despite the danger, she had gotten lucky in a sense. If it had been something worse than just mice bones and a crazy ghost…

[Loran Grimnar] – what really?

[asdf] – monsters r everywhere we need help!!

[America Group] – You’re under attack right now?

[plusOne] – omg.

[asdf] – not now but they will come BACK!

[asdf] – they’re coming out of ground. They liv down there.

[America Group] – Where? Do you know where you are? What country?

[Level 12 Warrior] – what continent more like. how many does this place have?

[asdf] – i dont know but we need HELP!

[strider_479] – We can’t help you unless we know where you are.

[ayan] – its too far how would you get there?

[asdf] – pls…

[America Group] – I’m sorry. Is there anywhere you can hide out?

[asdf] – please come

[strider_479] – Can you give us a description of the monsters? I’m with adventurers. They can give you tips on how to fight.

[asdf] – howW?????? WE HAVE NO WEAPONS

[strider_479] – Damn it.

[Kent Scott] – Describe where you are.

[batman] – To exit the simulation, please type ‘EXIT’ without the quotation marks in the chat box and hit send. A virtual aide will be sent to you momentarily to begin the extraction process.

[50fiftyCents] – EXIT

[plusOne] – exit

[ayan] – EXIT

[strider_479] – You trolling bastard.

[plusOne] – EXIT

[Level 12 Warrior] – EXIT

[asdf] – EXIT please now pls

[batman] – …lol

[plusOne] – FUCK YOU.

[Loran Grimnar] – Jesus. Can we kick batman off the chat? Or at least mute him or something?

[BlackMage] – Sorry. The system isn’t built that way.

[Prophet] – Do not take the Lord’s Name in vain.

[batman] – wut? lol

[strider_479] – Seriously batman, if you can’t contribute anything, please keep silent.

[Loran Grimnar] – Agreed.

[Squirtle344] – totally. shut the fuck up.

[batman] – ur all haters. u don’t know anything.

[asdf] – HELP US PLEASE YOU MUST HELP!

[Prophet] – Pray for Salvation and His Hand shall shelter you.

[Loran Grimnar] – …And now we’ve got crazies running around. Wonderful.

[Level 12 Warrior] – dude, shut up. we don’t need two worlds with your bullshit.

[Prophet] – All those who pray shall be Saved by the Lord our God.

[Kent Scott] – We must focus. Tell us your names. First name and last name.

Names?

Hadn’t Seraphel and Dalius both mentioned you could scry someone based on their names?

Suddenly, Cara felt the need to scroll up. Because she was starting to need to take notes on who was saying what. Assuming they couldn’t change identities—

Someone was asking dangerous questions.

[Squirtle344] – y?

[strider_479] – Zara Walker.

[plusOne] – caren glover

[50fiftyCents] – Ridley Wallis

[ayan] – Thompson Green

[batman] – Bruce Wayne

[BlackMage] – This isn’t what we should be focusing on.

[America Group] – Agreed. We should be sharing information. Survival tips. Anything you know?

[ayan] – how do u do magic?

[batman] – with a wand. duh

[plusOne] – shut up.

[BlackMage] – You need to be activated. Not everyone has the potential to do magic, but another magic-user needs to test you.

[strider_479] – Important tips? Seems like leveling in this world is based on adversity, not repetition?

[50fiftyCents] – what? ENGLISH.

[Loran Grimnar] – She means that you can’t grind. But is that true?

[strider_479] – Seems like it. The bigger the challenges, the faster I’ve leveled.

[America Group] – I can confirm that.

[plusOne] – weird. Can u game the system?

[Loran Grimnar] – If we could, that would be amazing.

[User s has joined the conversation.]

[16 Users Connected]

Was she part of this conversation? A [Beast Tamer] with a bunch of birds was being interviewed by Joeired, and Cara glanced down frantically. Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t.

Let’s think. Everyone’s seeing this around the world. Sixteen people at least, or a lot more if they’re like me and just watching. And we’re leaking this information to anyone listening.

Like anyone who did magic.

Who was ‘BlackMage’?

Who was Kent Scott?

Was someone back on Earth aware of this? It seemed like everyone was from different countries.

Why did it sound like they were from a time before her?

[plusOne] – oh hey another one!

[America Group] – Welcome s.

[Level 12 Warrior] – i know how to game the system. multiple classes. the more you have, the more skills you get!

[Loran Grimnar] – Acquiring new classes is hard. I don’t have more than 3.

[strider_479] – This is so unfocused. Can we split up the chat somehow?

[BlackMage] – I’m sorry, this is the best I can do.

[Kent Scott] – s, what is your first and last name? Where are you from?

[s] – ?

[ayan] – wut

[batman] – looool

[s] – I can read little. Can u translat my language?? क्या आप हिन्दी बोलते हैं?

…Sanskrit? She had no idea what that was, but Cara was fairly certain…hold on. Was Google Translate on her phone? She ducked down a bit as Joeired hunted for the next person in the audition and tapped frantically.

It didn’t work offline. Damn! If only she had the app or whatever!

A lack of linguistics! She—

[ayan] – omg wtf is that?

[Loran Grimnar] – That’s some kind of middle eastern language, I think. Can anyone read it?

[batman] – i can.

[plusOne] – bullshit

[BlackMage] – Hang on, I think I can use Google Translate.

[ayan] – offline???

[Loran Grimnar] – You have the app? SWEET!

[batman] – खतरे यहाँ है बात नहीं करते नकली व्यक्ति यहाँ है asshole

[Loran Grimnar] – What did batman just say?

[User s has disconnected.]

Cara almost threw her phone.

[15 Users Connected]

[plusOne] – OMG YOU BASTARD.

[ayan] – wft did you type?

[batman] – haha rekt!

[BlackMage] – I just translated that. batman, I’m warning you. If you keep acting like this, in the future you will NOT be invited to other calls.

[batman] – पसंदीदा फिल्म पूछें go fuck yourself

[plusOne] – omg stfu!

[ayan] – please tell me we can kick batman

[Level 12 Warrior] – it all makes sense. hes some dude who doesn’t know English trolling around.

[Loran Grimnar] – Damnit. Can we just FOCUS for one second?

[Kent Scott] – Agreed.

[BlackMage] – Actually, I’ve got a better idea. Everyone name one of your favorite movies. It’s very important. Mine was the fourth Harry Potter movie.

—Then she realized something was up. Cara was just opening a dictionary app she’d downloaded and hoping it had—

“You!”

Joeired dragged her up from her seat, and she realized he’d been shouting at her for a minute. He was red-faced and shouted at her.

“You’re done. Get out!”

“What? But I—I’m sorry. Let me just—”

“You’ve been fiddling with that thing all day! What is—is this some kind of magical book? Do you think you can just walk in here and join the Synphasia?”

“No, Manager. I was just waiting for my turn.”

“Really? Really—then why don’t you get on stage and perform? Now!”

He pressed two fingers to his temples, and Cara blanked. She was caught between her desire to know what was going on.

Home.

And she was also in her nightmares, being shouted at in the middle of an audition she couldn’t afford to fail.

“I am so sorry.”

The manager had passed beyond incandescent into that kind of calm fury. He sat back down, in her chair, and pointed her onto the stage. Joeired stared contemptuously at Cara, and you know what?

She deserved it. The failed auditioners hadn’t deserved his screaming and insults, but they had deserved someone who was invested. Cara had seen people who were either shoe-ins or not taking this seriously and treated this like a game. The annoyed looks from other performers was familiar. Joeired lifted a hand, and his tone was cool.

“Sing. And if you’re not the best performance today—you’re out. You have ten seconds to start. Nine, eight…”

She didn’t even have time to get onto the stage. Cara did the only thing she could.

She put the phone call out of her head. And she put the worry and the desire to meet and talk to them into the only thing she could.

——

Yoitha was almost done with her repairs when she heard the young woman finally get it. She glanced down and noticed the audition was almost done.

The cast was lining up for rehearsal and for Joeired to tell them the plan. Even His Majesty, Rolare himself, the king of doing nothing, that ass, was working on his violin string he was complaining ‘wasn’t tuned right’.

He hadn’t performed all week because he’d had to buy a replacement, and the last eighteen strings that Joeired had bought weren’t ‘right’.

Well, Yoitha began to lower herself as she wondered how much Joeired was going to scream about her routine. She was trying. She just needed…

That poor girl. The Dwarf felt slightly bad for her as Joeired counted down. She just stood there, and her flashing artifact, or whatever it was, was still showing blue text. But she ignored it.

She stood there, and the strangest thing happened as Yoitha slowly descended on her harness and pulley.

Cara’s face grew calm, and her visible distress faded away. She began bouncing on her heels, and then she took a deep breath.

Joeired was about to scream at her as he counted down to zero. But before his reddening face could explode, he realized something and stopped.

“—five! Four! Thre—”

It took Yoitha a moment to realize what he had sensed. And it was this:

Music was playing. No, wait. She heard something strange, first. Like some great whine of a strange pair of lungs. Then faint flutes and what she could only describe as strange, high-pitched notes.

It came from the air around Cara. What odd music. Yoitha paused, holding herself still in the air with one hand as she scratched at her beard.

What kind of instrument could make such perfect, high notes? She couldn’t envision it. Even a flute or harp couldn’t sound that fluid. It was the sound she imagined you’d make if you could strike glass.

Pure tones. Like…mithril. It was to sound what the heights of smithing were to her. Everyone but Rolare had imperfections in their music. A horn warbled. A flute was never perfect. Breath, construction of the wood, all played a part in imperfection.

But there was purity of sound. There was beauty that skill could unearth. She, too, had once heard masters perform, and it was why she had decided to try to master music like she had once approached smithing.

Her quiet despair in the Synphasia was just another part of her story that few knew. Yoitha Sterngest, the disgraced [Outcast Smith] of Deríthal-Vel. Why did it matter?

Only that she recognized each note that hung in the air around Cara as beautiful. Produced by impeccable tools. It was—like hearing Master Pelt striking a bar of pure steel and knowing it was without flaw.

Then—Yoitha looked down and saw Cara open her mouth. She was poised a second, hands clasped together, staring up, past Joeired.

“If home is where the heart is, then my heart is lost at sea.

And I? I have built my palace where the sand and waters meet.”

She stood there like an aria singer, and her features seemed softer. That girl, with her faded jeans and worn jacket, stood in the aisle before the stage as if it were some great walkway.

The light spells were angled down at the stage, but Yoitha was focused on Cara. It was—she looked down and realized it was what the stagemaster always talked about: dominating the air. He was sitting up, no longer red-faced. Watching her.

She was so still, at first, she seemed like a statue. And Yoitha thought—‘what a beautiful voice. She’s going to fail.’

She’d heard gifted singers before, and Joeired had failed them. For their looks, for their inability to learn new songs or play the parts he envisioned.

And most crucially—because all they could do was sing. Unless they were Level 40, he wasn’t interested in a pure song.

As if she knew that, Cara moved after the first verse. She began to walk backwards, then she stood up in one of the theatre chairs. She perched there and mimed looking around. And it was good.

She looked like she was actually searching around, not like someone miming the motion. Her arm was perfectly angled, and she swiveled slowly. Like—

A show.

“I’ve been living on this island. I saw you pass me by—

Calling out to me, hope within your eyes.

Love is an adventure, I’ll take my chance on you—”

She fixed on Joeired, as if seeing him only now, and pointed at the [Manager]. He blinked, and Cara smiled as she sang and then hopped off her perch. She landed—turned, and Yoitha realized the lights of the stage weren’t the only things around her.

She had magic, that [Singer]. They swirled around her and then materialized. Strange things appeared behind Cara as she turned, kicking her legs up, strolling, walking, beckoning.

It took Yoitha only a second to realize they were flags. There was nothing else they could be—but she knew countless nations.

Never had she seen these. The Dwarf narrowed her eyes as the cast of the Synphasia and the auditioners looked on.

“Rio, France, meet me in Mexico. China town, then off to Tokyo

It doesn’t matter ‘cause anywhere’s perfect with you!

City lights, colors of indigo, sun or snow don’t matter where we go

It’ll be perfect ‘cause it’s all amazing with you!

We’re singing oh~! Oh~!”

She was walking down the seats like a girl strolling through visions of a dozen different countries. A song, inviting you to go travelling.

Yoitha closed her eyes. The song was like a love song, but it reminded her of being a girl and wanting to see the world. A proud smith.

Not an outcast. Not a failure.

If only they hadn’t been so foolish. Her eyes stung.

Master Pelt. Forgemaster Taxus. Master Demas—

She put a hand to her eyes, because they were running with tears into her beard. The Dwarf wept as she held her face, and her other hand clutched at her hammer.

Then she realized, too late, that left no hands for her harness and grabbed for it. But she just fell—

——

The crash of a falling Dwarf hitting the seats made Cara jump, and the music and her voice stopped.

“Dead gods!”

Joeired leapt out of his seat as the magic broke. Cara’s illusions and the backup music halted, and she recoiled as wood splintered and a swearing woman, five feet tall, crashed into the ground and raised a huge plume of dust.

“Yoitha! Are you alive? Speak to me! We can’t have another death in the Synphasia!”

The [Manager] charged over to her and pulled a bedraggled, but amazingly intact Dwarf out of the rubble of two folding chairs. Yoitha, the Dwarf, sat up.

“Ow!”

She’d fallen thirty feet! But she just rubbed at her shoulder.

“I’m fine. Sorry, Joeired! Hand slipped!”

She wiped at her face quickly, and the relieved manager purpled.

“Yoitha! How dare you destroy two seats? That’s on you to fix as well—and we’re about to open!”

He tore at his hair, then looked around.

“Tell me the ceiling’s fixed!”

“I put more steel nails in it. It probably won’t fall down. I hit every part after hammering nails in.”

“That—fine, fine! Get fixed up! Do you need a potion? As for you—”

Joeired spun, and Cara raised her hand.

“I can do it again. Or another song—”

She was nervous, but the [Manager] just shook his head. He fixed her with an appraising look and stared her up and down.

“No, I saw enough. Decent voice. Enough presence of mind to actually move, like I said, so either you were listening or you know how to perform like a basic [Dancer]. Which is more than half the hopefuls. Illusion magic, and that song—what is it?”

“Um. Tokyo.”

Cara wanted to add, ‘by Charmaine’, but if taking credit for it helped, she would. Joeired just nodded.

“Interesting music. What instrument made the opening part?”

“Um…”

Synthetic xylophone? That was her guess, but Joeired waved it off.

“Nevermind. You clearly copied it. Is it a Skill?”

“Yes—”

The manager paced back and forth as he thought out loud.

“It’s novel. I’ve never heard it. Very coastal. Pheislant would love it, and we could put smelling scents in the air. Evoke the sensation of travelling. That plays well in Menorome. Of course, your footwork is atrocious, and you’d need an actual routine, not that garbage you improvised.”

“I—”

Cara choked. She wanted to argue that one, but it landed hard because it wasn’t the best. Joeired fixed her with a glare.

“Am I wrong? No, of course I’m not. As for whatever nations you had there—local kingdoms are far better. Can you sing anything else?”

“I know hundreds of songs. Each one probably new to an audience here.”

This time, she got his attention. Joeired spun back and pointed.

“—Really. Do me another. Right now.”

To satisfy him, Cara launched into some Stan Rogers. A lot of songs didn’t have the proper lyrics without melody, but Joeired snapped his fingers.

“That’s new. Nice drinking song. Garbage for the Synphasia unless we partnered with a bar.”

“How about this one?”

She ran through several until Joeired nodded. Then he smiled.

“So you’re a [Singer] with your own songs. And you can dance.”

“I can also act.”

She added hopefully, and he just sneered at her.

“Anyone can act like they like someone. If I wanted that, I’d get any [Waitress] at a bar sick of smiling at drunken fools. Or do you mean perform to an audience? Yes, yes, you can do that too. I see. Well, you may be the best person to audition today, distractions and all.”

His shift in attitude was fast and gratifying. Cara was smiling—although she was staring at the Dwarf woman, who was looking around for her fallen tools, grumbling, when someone interrupted.

“Surely not, Joeired. She may have novel ‘songs’, but they are being performed by a rank amateur. Even if she wrote them herself, her pitch was wildly inconsistent. And she prances around rather than let the music speak for itself.”

The moment Cara heard the high-and-mighty tones, she knew she was going to dislike the speaker. And that was before she saw the half-Elf, pointed ears, hair shining blonde, looking like he had been kissed by forever.

He looked like the most beautiful man she had ever seen, because his features were literally impossible to match. It wasn’t just the face or hair or quality of his skin, it was a timeless look no makeup or photoshopping could achieve.

He looked like the one man who could play, well, A Midsummer’s Night Dream. He looked like an immortal, because he was.

Cara was fascinated the moment she met Rolare—but she also hated him from the jump. Because he stood there, violin in hand, twirling one of the knobs, and gave her the most disdainful look imaginable.

Joeired turned to Rolare, and his tone turned slightly scornful.

“Ah, Rolare. Are you ready to play today? I don’t think you make the Synphasia’s casting decisions.”

“I am qualified to speak on music. As the only other musical act, I would object to being placed next to this—young woman. If she polishes her abilities for two decades, she would be a decent lead in.”

Rolare’s eyes were grey and stormy, like the winter. They were beautiful, and Cara wondered what would happen if she kicked him in his shins. He was tall, almost effete, but he looked annoyingly fit.

Was this the quintessentially perfect half-Elf race? Or just him? He even had a damn violin, and with respect to Violetta—who played the cello anyways—he looked like a top-class performer.

He also looked like a snob beyond snobs and sounded like one too. After a second, Rolare seemed to focus on Cara, and he raised one finger as he plucked at his violin string and winced at the sound it made.

“Ah, I forget. She is Human. That was a compliment.”

Wow. Yoitha rolled her eyes, and the other members of the Synphasia’s cast looked the other way as Rolare smiled. Joeired was unmoved.

“I need another performer, especially if you don’t perform. You—what’s your name?”

He pointed, and Cara replied hopefully.

“Cara.”

Joeired clasped his hands together as Rolare frowned mightily. He turned to Cara and the [Beast Tamer].

“Well, Cara, if you ever show up to the Synphasia distracted, I will fire you. But you two have passed. You two are members of the Synphasia. Applause!”

He raised his hand, and the cast dutifully clapped. Cara’s heart leapt.

Just like that? She started smiling—until Joeired lowered his hands.

“Now, you will receive your rooms at the start of the week. Assuming, of course, I don’t fire you before that. Show up each morning at dawn! Once we have settled your routine, we will have you rehearse with the others. We pay you every week, so you two will receive your first coins depending on how well you do—at the end of next week. Now, one side! Rolare, you must perform tonight.”

The rest of the cast filed forwards as Cara stepped to one side. And she felt her heart lurch.

Oh shit. I’m going to have to survive a week on four silver?

I shouldn’t have repaired my iPhone.

The conversation!

She almost ran to it as she remembered it belatedly. Joeired was thankfully talking to the half-Elf, who was shaking his head.

“If I can find the right note. But my E-string is…”

“It’s fine! It sounds pristine!”

“To you. If it isn’t ready, I will not play.”

Joeired screamed as Cara grabbed the iPhone.

“I will dock your pay for the next two weeks!”

“Very well. So I needn’t perform until then? That may be enough time to get my violin tuned properly.”

The manager screamed again as the half-Elf turned and strode away. Yoitha groaned, and Joeired pointed at her.

“Yoitha! Figure out a new trick with those hammers and tell me you can fix the chairs! I want the firebreathers to coordinate with our fools—we’ll jump them through flaming hoops!”

“We’re not fireproof, Joeired—”

“Shut up! Rolare, get back here! You two new hires—help fix up the chairs! And if no one is here to take the coins, you’ll do it!”

Cara almost raised her hand, but she thought she knew the answer and wisely kept her hand down. The [Beast Tamer] beat her to it.

“Manager Joeired, what about payment in advance? We paid for the audition, and a week and a third without pay is rather…”

The [Manager] turned, scowled so hard one of the birds began squawking, and then charged after Rolare. The upset performers began muttering, and one of them loudly spoke.

“If he doesn’t perform and they throw things at us this time, I’ll quit! Is the ceiling going to fall on us, Yoitha?”

The Dwarf with the hammer peered up at it.

“I put more nails into it, so if it does, it’ll be heavier and more spiky. But it’ll probably just kill the audience in the front row, eh?”

She gave one of the upset [Jugglers] a thumbs-up, and the man covered his face. Andex turned to Cara and smiled.

“So you did make it. Sorry about the introduction. Welcome…to the Synphasia?”

He gave her a shamefaced look, and the rest of the cast looked at her and the [Beast Tamer] and tried to be welcoming, but this trainwreck had no brakes. Especially when someone ran in screaming.

“Who left the embers in the oven? The kitchen’s on fire, on fire! Help me put it out!”

Then everyone was running, and Cara was laughing. She shouted at Andex, and Yoitha’s head turned incredulously.

“Thank you! I think I already love it here!”

——

Theatre was filled with, well, drama. Cara knew that well. It wasn’t that she wanted the feuding, the backstage treachery and arguments, but she did know it.

This theatre made her smile, despite the bad manager, dubious architecture, and lack of pay. All very real concerns, but she almost cried in relief because it was familiar.

And she’d just landed a gig.

She just had to, uh, survive for about eleven days on four silver coins. Oh, and figure out what the heck had happened with the odd text chat. The last thing Cara had read was this:

[BlackMage] – Actually, I’ve got a better idea. Everyone name one of your favorite movies. It’s very important. Mine was the fourth Harry Potter movie.

[ayan] – wut?

[50fiftyCents] – are you insane?

[Rose] – ???

[America Group] – Just do it. Lord of the Rings.

[strider_479] – Seriously. Stop asking questions. I watched Red Dog as a kid.

[ayan] – um okay, Spiderman.

[twinTrouble_53] – The Princess Bride.

[asdf] – y? Star Wars Episode III.

[Loran Grimnar] – Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

[Rose] – Interstallar? Not my absolute favorite but..

[50fiftyCents] – alien. best movie ever.

[plusOne] – independance day or godzilla

[Squirtle344] – Naruto: Road to Ninja!

[Level 12 Warrior] – Back to the Future

[batman] – BATMAN! THE DARK KNIGHT BITCHES!

[plusOne] – everything u say makes me feel like i have cancer. The Matrix.

[Kent Scott] – Spiderman was my favorite movie as well.

[BlackMage] – Prophet?

[Prophet] – The only Truth is the will of God, not baser delights.

[America Group] – We need to know.

[strider_479] – Tell us.

[Prophet] – Before I heard the Voice and was Reborn I watched movies such as The Ten Commandments. Is that what you wish to know?

[BlackMage] – Yes, thanks.

[America Group] – I see.

[strider_479] – Got it.

[ayan] – wtf are you talking about?

[BlackMage] – Hey Kent Scott, quick question. What’s Spiderman’s real name?

[plusOne] – what??

[ayan] – are you srs right now?

[strider_479] – No one else answer.

[Kent Scott] – Very clever.

[Loran Grimnar] – What’s going on?

[BlackMage] – Whoever this ‘Kent Scott’ is, they’re not from our world. How did you get that iPhone?

[ayan] – omg

[batman] – haxx!

[strider_479] – Who are you?

[Kent Scott] – I found this device by accident.

[strider_479] – Bullshit. How did you figure out the password?

[Level 12 Warrior] – fuck that’s right

[Kent Scott] – Hahaha. Well done.

[America Group] – Did you kill the real Kent Scott?

[BlackMage] – GUYS. The mage I’m with is telling me that your FIRST and LAST names could have been used to scry on you! He knows where you are and what you look like!

[ayan] – omg omg omg

[50fiftyCents] – FUCK.

[Loran Grimnar] – Did you do all this? WHO ARE YOU?

[Kent Scott] – Only one group could work a spell to reach across the world. You, BlackMage, are in Wistram Academy.

[BlackMage] – Everyone, disconnect now. This isn’t safe.

[plusOne] – but we need help!

[asdf] – Help us PLEASE! WE WILL DIE!!!!!!!!!!

[America Group] – There’s nothing we can do right now. DO NOT ANSWER ANY CALLS. Everyone who said their names, be CAREFUL.

[BlackMage] – Disconnect NOW. Someone is trying to take over the spell here!

[User BlackMage has disconnected.]

[14 Users Connected]

[User batman has disconnected.]

[13 Users Connected]

[User Level 12 Warrior has disconnected.]

[12 Users Connected]

[User 50fiftyCents has disconnected.]

[11 Users Connected]

[Kent Scott] – I mean you no harm. I will protect you.

[asdf] – please help

[plusOne] – no he will kill you. don’t say anything

[strider_479] – DISCONNECT

[User Prophet has disconnected.]

[10 Users Connected]

[User Loran Grimnar has disconnected.]

[9 Users Connected]

[User ayan has disconnected.]

[8 Users Connected]

[User asdf has disconnected.]

[7 Users Connected]

[User rose has disconnected.]

[6 Users Connected]

[User America Group has disconnected.]

[5 Users Connected]

[User plusOne has disconnected.]

[4 Users Connected]

[User Squirtle344 has disconnected.]

[3 Users Connected]

[User strider_479 has disconnected.]

[2 Users Connected]

[Kent Scott] – Well, well. How inconvenient. Can I persuade you to stay, twinTrouble_53? I mean you no harm.

[twinTrouble_53] – Liar. And it is not twinTrouble you speak to anymore.

[Kent Scott] – Ah. Someone else?

[twinTrouble_53] – I am Flos.

[Kent Scott] – My. I would bow before you had I legs.

[twinTrouble_53] – Name yourself, thief.

[Kent Scott] – I am no one. Certainly not anyone to trouble the sleeping king.

[twinTrouble_53] – I sleep no longer. Thus I issue you a warning, thief. To you and to Wistram and all the mages who cower behind spell and door. Know that I, Flos, have returned. Those who would oppose me, tremble for all that I see will be mine. I will come for you and break down your craven towers and unmask those who would hide.

[twinTrouble_53] – I am Flos.

[twinTrouble_53] – I have returned.

[Kent Scott] – Then let us see what the King of Destruction brings. Until then.

[User Kent Scott has disconnected.]

[1 Users Connected]

[User twinTrouble_53 has disconnected.]

[0 Users Connected]

[User 伶央 has joined the conversation.]

[1 Users Connected]

[伶央] – こんにちは.

[伶央] – だれかいますか?

[User 伶央 has disconnected.]

[0 Users Connected]

Cara closed the shimmering box, or rather, it closed itself after about six minutes. She was relieved it hadn’t ended while she’d been busy.

She had enough time to revisit the conversation and speed-read it again. A few things stood out to her.

Firstly—if she assumed this wasn’t some great prank or trick, then she needed to revisit her opinion of a few characters from the start.

“Let’s see. twinTrouble_53, batman, Kent Scott, and BlackMage. Those are the ones who stand out the most in hindsight. Especially Kent Scott. Actually—”

She shivered and felt her skin erupt into goosebumps.

“And asdf, whomever those poor people were. Was that real?”

She was sitting backstage in the Synphasia Theatre in the wet, ashy remnants of the kitchen that the cast had access to. Apparently, she’d get rooms that were part of the theatre, and there were places to dress up, even eat and cook in, which would be fantastic if she got it for free.

—The trouble was, the backstage of the Synphasia was even worse than the actual theatre. Mind you, the fire hadn’t made the kitchens any prettier, but the dust, dirt everywhere from being tracked in, and general disrepair were at odds with the shiny metal here and there.

The metal being literal sheets of beautiful iron or steel or something that was stretched over gaps in the walls. Or—embedded in the walls like actual surgical stitches.

Cara wasn’t sure whether the clear evidence of repairs was reassuring or not. They didn’t look like your standard repair jobs. Rather, they looked like someone had just inserted metal, strong, polished metal, into everywhere the wood, plaster, and stone was failing.

The culprit was a Dwarf woman who was experimentally banging on a sooty pot as the performers argued about who had left the fire to ignite a bunch of grease.

“I hear Joeired calling, everyone. Better get back to rehearsing.”

“Rolare’s not going to perform. It’s a disaster, Yoitha.”

“Well, he’s not paying us if we don’t show. You know how he is.”

The performers headed back with a groan, and Cara looked up from her now-blank phone. She pressed the power button, and it lit up.

It was back. Power at 98%, and she had never felt more happy to see a charged battery in her life. Cara smiled, but noticed the Dwarf watching and stood.

“Hello. Are you Yoitha?”

“That’s me. Falling Dwarf. I should make that part of my act…if it didn’t hurt so bad.”

She rubbed at her back and stood. Yoitha was a strange woman. She had rosy red-chestnut hair, including a beard, but her hair was short-cropped, and her smile was wide. She had a bright, polished hammer in one hand, and she looked like some kind of caricature of a fantasy Dwarf with the beard.

But her grip was so strong Cara yelped, and Yoitha apologized.

“Sorry about that. I’ve been hammering nails into the stupid ceiling all day. You’ll see me do that all the time. Welcome to the team and apologies about the fire and fall. You were singing…very well until I fell.”

“Oh—thank you. I’m glad the manager—Joeired?—liked it. I thought he’d kick me out for sure when I was looking at…”

Yoitha peered at the iPhone that Cara was trying to tuck away.

“Is that an artifact? It looked like a [Message] scroll.”

“Oh, it’s something like that.”

Cara used her [One True Falsehood] instantly. She expected Yoitha to nod or accept it, but the Dwarf woman blinked—frowned, and scratched at her chin.

“Is it exactly like that, if you don’t mind me asking? Because it’s not like any [Message] scroll I’ve seen, and it’s odd-looking. Is it magic?”

“Oh, no. It’s standard where I come from.”

[One True Falsehood]! Cara felt the Skill working. But Yoitha just frowned.

“Really? Where do you come from? Because I know a lotta magical items, and nothing’s like that.”

Her Skill was not working on the Dwarf. Cara blinked, then rolled with it.

“Ah, well, I’m actually from Ailendamus.”

Yoitha snapped her fingers and smiled.

“Oh. That makes sense. They’re moving too fast for me to keep up. Magic, eh? And from Ailendamus? I’ll keep your secret.”

Fuck. What secret was that?

“Thanks, you know—I’m not taking sides in the war.”

Right, it was the war. Cara remembered with relief why it’d be bad to mention she was from Noelictus’ eastern neighbor. Yoitha nodded agreeably.

“Nothing to do with me, and most people I suspect, but politics is politics. I knew a lot of that back home. You couldn’t sell to two kingdoms at odds or both would come banging on your door. Just be careful about those being Ailendamus songs, eh? If they are and you get a bunch of angry people, Joeired will fire you on the spot.”

She tapped the side of her nose, and Cara waved it away with a laugh.

“No, I wrote them all myself. No one will know them but me.”

Yoitha raised her brows. She stroked her beard, glanced over her shoulder, and sighed.

“Well, that’s fascinating. That lie almost sounded true, and it’s the third one you’ve tried on me. I was being polite about the other two, but I believe the ‘no one will know them but me’. Weird. And the truth stone says you’re right, though it’s too stupid to realize when you tricked it. Well done on both.”

She pulled something glowing from the front of her tunic, and Cara’s heart stopped dead. Yoitha could tell she was lying—?

A glowing, white crystal faded to regular quartz as Yoitha showed it to Cara. She raised her brows, and Cara stammered.

“I didn’t mean to lie to—I just—”

“Oh, it’s fine. Everyone lies, you know. I don’t mind. But I thought that was really interesting when you told the truth. Just so we’re clear, I’m a special case when it comes to lies. If you use a lying-Skill on someone a lot higher-level than you, it doesn’t work. Word to the wise. Don’t try it on Joeired, although he’s lower-level than me.”

With that, Yoitha winked and hurried off towards the irate [Manager]. Cara was left open-mouthed.

That was how she entered the Synphasia and met Yoitha.

Cara began starving about three days after that.

——

Four silver coins went a long way if you pawned off traveling gear and got free breakfasts at the inn—plus earned a few coppers singing at night.

But Cara just didn’t have the time to make more money in a part-time job, and she was sure she could have. The problem was she was a performer at the Synphasia, and Joeired worked her from dawn till dusk for two days straight.

“So you have enough songs—but you dance like a drunken cat. I can see my work’s cut out with you. You have no routine, and unlike Rolare, you’re not good enough to just perform without an attractive dress.”

“I dance decently well, I think.”

Cara shot back at the man, and the unpleasant manager, whom she had already conceived a great dislike of, shot her a smile with disturbingly white teeth.

“Singer Cara, you dance like a piece of dung rolling downhill. You dance like a child. You sing passably enough, but you look like a barnacle on my ass, and I would not pay coppers to watch that sing.”

She turned red, and the [Manager] pointed to the other people practicing under his watchful eye.

“Everyone else here is a polished routine, however mundane. Yoitha aside, they can hold you for five minutes before you get bored. If I had a proper cast, they’d get five minutes on stage. You can’t fill four unless someone’s not heard your songs.”

“Well, luckily, no one’s heard my songs. Not even you.”

Cara snapped back, and he slapped her arm as Yoitha glanced over from where she was flipping a hammer. She could twirl it twenty feet in the air and catch it—an amazing trick especially when she made the hammer hum with how fast she tossed it. No one wanted to be in front or behind her because Cara was fairly certain the hammer could kill you if Yoitha hit you with it.

But it was an amazing trick and, apparently, her only trick. Twice, Cara, having to take coins and let people in to watch the show, had heard people booing Yoitha during her ten minutes. Joeired wrote Yoitha off with a shake of the head.

“Yoitha is our special case. You want to be paid at the end of the week, right?”

Cara’s stomach rumbled, and she groaned internally. Eight days! She had made it to the start of this week, but she’d had nothing for breakfast aside from a heel of bread.

She was in trouble. She was hoping Joeired would let her out of practice early, but he was right. She had no routine, and Cara knew it.

“I’d like to be paid, yes. Can I get an advance?”

He laughed at her.

“If you can’t handle one week, forget it! Now, get back on stage and give me your ‘Tokyo’ song again. Someone get her a prop! A parasol. She can twirl it, and we can cast a water spell.”

“With what [Mage], Joeired? The last one quit.”

“Damn them! Then—a bucket of water!”

Cara was hungry, tired, and she had to sing and move at a stroll, then twirl her parasol as water came sloshing down. Since it was a full bucket and Yoitha tossed it down in one huge clump, rather than a shower, it hit Cara full on, and she had to pick herself up and do the entire thing again—wet.

Joeired was a stage-manager from hell. There were no rules or oversight on him, and he was the only manager of the only theatre in Menorome and worse—he had an eye for choreography.

“Elbow up! Chin up! Move and sing, and I want to believe you’re carefree, not struggling to breathe! One song! If you can’t perform it by tonight’s performance, you’re fired!”

He shouted at her after eight tries, and Cara was shaking, mostly from hunger and fatigue, afterwards.

Partly anger.

“Dead gods, he let you have it! He’s not half as bad with even you, Yoitha, and he let the [Beast Tamer] off. Cara, do you want to get something to eat?”

“I’d love something to eat.”

Sweaty, still shaking, Cara had to sit down in a chair because her legs hurt so bad. And her voice was shot. She hadn’t had to work that hard since, well, the last time she’d been on stage.

That bastard’s mean as sin. Andex was kind enough to offer her some water, and Yoitha was putting away her show-hammers.

“We can go eat at a nearby pub. One’s open even this late.”

“Sorry, but I can’t afford it. I mean—I’d love to get something to eat, but I’m broke until the weekend.”

Cara clarified, and Andex hesitated.

“Did you—bet all your money on an audition?”

“Yes.”

“Ah.”

The [Knife Juggler] winced, and Yoitha glanced over.

“Wait, did you eat anything for lunch?”

It was night, and an entire day of practice, Cara’s third, had gone without her eating more than that bread in the morning. Not that you’d know aside from the huge clock that Joeired used to tell time. Cara wasn’t sure if it was magic or just clockwork, but it told twenty-four hours, and it was seven.

She was lightheaded and muttered a reply.

“Gotta save coins. Give me a sec. Can I have another drink of water, Andex? I’ll get some more money.”

If she pawned her—no, wait, she’d sold her water flask already. What did she have left? A change of clothes, maybe, or that tin of toothpaste. But she had to find a quick job and do it…

Yoitha glanced down at Cara as Andex wavered, and she slapped Cara on the shoulder.

The chair broke, and Cara hit the ground. It felt like a giant had just slapped her, and both Andex and Yoitha looked around—but Joeired had already left.

“Sorry, Cara! I’ll pay for you. Damn chairs. I’ve got to fix that one, too.”

Yoitha hauled Cara up, and the [Singer]’s dizzy look turned hopeful.

“You will?”

“Pay me back later. Let’s go get something in you. I’ll bet you’ll last a week. Joeired might want you to perform tomorrow, but it’s only because we’re short on good acts. And you almost had his routine—you did all that on an empty stomach? If that bastard knew he was pushing so hard—”

“I don’t see the difference if her elbow’s straight or angled down.”

Andex rolled his eyes as he led the way out of the theatre. Yoitha hmmed as she practically dragged Cara off. The [Singer] was tired, but she sighed.

“He’s like the pickiest choreographer from home.”

“He’s pedantic.”

“He knows what he wants, unfortunately. It’d be easier if he had no talent whatsoever. Did he perform at the Synphasia or something?”

Cara had quickly realized that the arrogant, shouty Joeired was fairly good at understanding what sold on stage and what didn’t. He might not be a play producer, but her hunch was confirmed by Andex’s sour look.

“Never the Synphasia, but I heard he was the manager of a successful menagerie. He sold his stake in it and bought out the Synphasia nine years back. Ran it into the ground.”

Yoitha shrugged, folding her arms.

“It’s not his fault all the talent quit. Plus, he is good at his job.”

Andex thrust open the back-door to the streets of the theatre. There were a lot of back-entrances, and once she got her rooms here, Cara suspected it would be noisy with people coming and going and fairly miserable if you couldn’t tune out the sounds.

Free lodging was free lodging. She hoped she could borrow money at the Merchant’s Guild. If not, she was going to have to work all night—and perform the next day. Or borrow enough to eat from Yoitha?

Ah, this was the familiar, desperate sensation she hated. But she was working at the best and only theatre in the city. Hold steady…

“He’s a pompous ass who couldn’t perform our jobs if his life depended on it.”

Andex was clearly as mad as he had been when Cara had first come here, and she doubted he was long to stay. Even so, his comment made her protest.

“He’s talented, unfortunately.”

Andex gave her an incredulous look, and Cara gave him a helpless stare.

“He’s got no people skills, or none he wants to employ, but he knows I can do the routine, and it’s a good one if he made it up himself.”

“You’re mad, Miss Cara.”

“No, she’s not.”

Yoitha quietly returned. She met Andex’s gaze as he swung around, madder still.

“He’s a buffoon!”

“One who recognizes talent. That’s why Rolare stays around and why Joeired keeps him around. And why Cara got her chance.”

“He thinks—this isn’t what I wanted to hear, thank you. Why don’t you ladies go eat without me?”

Andex turned red, held the door open, and stormed back inside. Cara opened her mouth, and Yoitha pulled her onwards.

“Don’t go after him. His days are numbered. Joeired was talking about getting a ‘fresh’ juggler, and Andex knows he can’t adjust to the new routine that Joeired wants. Plus, we’re right.”

“We are, but we could stand to be nicer to him. He encouraged me on my first day.”

Cara wavered, and the Dwarf tugged her off her feet.

“Then let’s do it after we eat. Come on, we’ll order at a place that does cold Drathian noodles I like. Then you can do me a favor.”

Cara instantly grew wary.

“What sort of favor…?”

Yoitha gave her an embarrassed smile.

“I’ll give you the coins—can you buy me a beer for the dinner? I’m banned from almost every tavern in the city.”

“Oh—er. Sure. Are you a bad drunk?”

Yoitha turned red.

“Yep.”

——

“Cheers.”

Cara chinked her mug gently against the huge, frothy one that Yoitha held. The Dwarf looked delighted by the dark, huge mug of beer.

Noelictus played no games when it came to drinks. Cara herself was only having milk that Yoitha had generously paid for from the pub.

Yoitha had to perform tomorrow, and if she thought she wasn’t going to be hungover…well, she took down a third of the mug in one go and didn’t so much as wobble, so Cara guessed she really was a…fantasy trope.

Tough enough to survive a thirty foot fall, drinks like a sieve—she wondered if Yoitha heard a lot of annoying stereotypes. And Cara got to ask because the two, sitting in an outdoor restaurant near the pub where she’d gotten the drinks from, got to talking over a lot of Ashwheat-breaded chicken over cooked bowls of pale noodles that were ‘Drathian’. Cold, but delicious with sauce and warm enough with the chicken.

“Stereotypes? Ah, yeah. I hate to admit it, but I am all that. Got a beard, don’t I? Half the women back home don’t bother. Most just look like short Humans, you know. That’s interspecies marriage for you. Dwarves have gotten taller over the ages.”

“Really?”

Then again, Yoitha was five feet tall. Not exactly as short as…

“Four foot. That’s how tall some of ‘em were. Thick as could be. More like boulders, and so tough they could jump off the Synphasia for fun. Way, waaaay back—not that any are alive now, of course.”

She took a deeper gulp, and Cara nodded.

“So they married into Humans?”

“Yep. Mostly Humans. Half-Elves always produce half-Elf kids, so…Terandria. I bet we’d all have scales or tails if we had settled in another continent. So I do hear all the jokes. Bearded women, we drink, we all know how to smith, and so on. The problem is—I am good at all that.”

She indicated her side—and seemed to realize the hammer she had used for the nails and her performance was missing. A look of incredible sadness flashed over her face for a second, and she hunched her shoulders at the table.

“Ah—well, I was. These days, it’s more of a hobby. That’s why Joeired lets me stay. I’m the best smith he could ask for, and all the jokers poking fun at me will never find a better smith. So they can laugh. I’ll never forge them a single scrap of iron.”

She wiped her mouth, and Cara tipped up her mug to Yoitha. She was feeling a lot better after food.

“Now that’s proper revenge.”

“What about you? Are you a trained singer or something? Because—all ingots on the table—I do come from Deríthal-Vel, Dwarfhome. I was exiled, but I’m a former [Smith]. Now I’m trying to find something else I’m good at, and I think it could be performing. Hammer tricks. Yoitha the [Hammer Performer]. It’s, uh—a work in progress. But you look like you know what you’re doing, what Joeired wants.”

“Hm?”

Cara was thinking of home. It was kind of Yoitha to say, but she felt…embarrassed when someone complimented her.

Cara had always hoped, in the back of her mind, that she was Grade-A talent, a top-level actress waiting to be uncovered by the right play that would sweep the known world. But she wasn’t. She could sing decently well, but Joeired had pointed out an uncomfortable truth in picking apart her impromptu dance.

I really did get lucky with Violetta and performing to Afiele. I’m rural talent at best. If the Synphasia wasn’t so dysfunctional, I’d never have gotten in.

What am I doing here when Culin and Sasi could use someone looking after them? She jerked herself out of that line of thought. She knew why she was here. Yoitha didn’t seem to notice—she was happy and eating her second bowl, and she waved her hands up, screwing her face up into a mock-scowl.

“‘Fascinate, captivate, and titillate.’ He’s got all kinds of sayings like that.”

“Ah, right. He reminds me of an old-style showbiz manager. Someone trying to draw attention, make a spectacle. And he does know how to dance.”

Yoitha slammed her mug down, and Cara’s bowl jumped and nearly slapped her in the face. She caught it, and the [Waitress] hurried over, begging Yoitha not to break the tables. The [Smith] grew embarrassed.

“Sorry. Forget my own strength and treat everything like it’s an anvil. I…he does know how to dance, that Joeired. Andex might hate him, but before he ran that menagerie, he was some kind of performer.”

“Makes sense. I have training myself, and he was critiquing me really well.”

Yoitha nodded.

“He ran over you. I think he’s happy to find someone he can work on. Y’see, I’m sort of just finding my way. Juggling and making odd music. I have this routine where I hit things with my hammer. A steak, pots—it’s not meant to be funny. It’s sort of like the [Fools], but instead of making people laugh, I make them uncomfortable.”

“Oh. Comedy theory.”

Yoitha blinked, and Cara had to explain.

“It’s a thing comedians…funny people do. Sometimes, in order to tell a really funny joke, they have to lose their audience, stop them from enjoying everything.”

“Why?”

“Well—isn’t it funnier if you were annoyed or not having fun and the comedian brings you back and makes you laugh? You laugh harder if they have to grab you again. So they’ll toss in a bad joke with the good ones to make people upset on purpose. It’s like how—if you meet someone who’s a little skittish or standoffish and then befriend them, you like them more than someone who comes on friendly from the start.”

Yoitha’s eyes lit up, and she snapped her fingers.

“Oh! Is that what he’s doing? I thought he was just humiliating me on purpose, but Joeired did say that I’m a good ‘break’. Plus, I think some people enjoy the experience. Breaking a pot on stage is fascinating.”

She was chasing some kind of avant-garde performance. Cara wasn’t sure about that, but she did know famous artists of their time had done crazy things like trapping a bird inside a piano and letting that be the ‘music’. Of course, the bird always died, so she was glad that Yoitha seemed to be more on the eccentric experimental part of her music.

“Do you want to be an actual juggler or musician?”

Those huge arms and her knack with hammer said ‘drummer’ to Cara, but she didn’t know if that transferred over. Yoitha’s response was odd.

She just shrugged.

“I’m testing it out. If I get bored, I’ll leave in a month or two. I tried pottery, baking, farming, adventuring, embalming, alchemy—the alchemy went really badly when I blew up the entire shop—jewelry—I enjoyed the jewelry making, but it was too much like smithing, so I had to stop before I got into it. It’s been, oh, fourteen years, I think? I try to stick with one thing for a year or two before I quit.”

Cara’s mouth opened. And then she realized the other thing about Dwarves.

“Wait. How old are you?”

Yoitha gave her a knowing smile.

“Only seventy-two. But I’ve looked this old since I was thirty.”

“Seventy-two?”

She was old! Yet she looked and acted young and down-to-earth. Yoitha began listing entire years she’d spent in other trades.

“I spent two years as an adventurer. Got to Silver-rank, but I hate the job. You have to cut monsters up and camp in the mud—I love the good ones, though. Do you know Duchess Greina? She’s a short Human from Noelictus, and I am her biggest fan. She’s so young, but she knows what she’s doing—she’s gotten me through some rough times. But I can’t do the adventuring thing. I couldn’t stand embalming and the smells, and I got paid a pittance as a [Farmer]. So I had to smith for a month to get enough money to try again. Then I came here and, like you, I got into the Synphasia because it was literally falling apart. I’ve been here half a year, but only been on the stage for the last two months…”

She seemed to regard the last fourteen years as a long journey from home, but spoke of it like she had only spent two years of her life—not fourteen.

Fourteen years. Cara couldn’t imagine drifting like that. Well—she had! But only since high school and always working just enough to get back onto the stage, her love and aspiration.

Yoitha looked, in that moment, quite old. And quite sad. It flashed off her every time she mentioned smithing. Cara was about to ask about it when someone else sniffed.

“Fourteen years is enough time to begin a single trade. Joeired should have only let you on stage after six years of practice. But I suppose Humans and Dwarves have different standards. I cannot see how our theatre is attracting any customers, but I am glad it is thriving enough.”

Yoitha’s smile vanished, and Cara looked around, and a scowl appeared on her face. The Dwarf turned and sighed.

“Rolare.”

“Rolairenes. That is my full name, and I resent it being shortened.”

He corrected her. Yoitha sighed loudly.

“Do you have to eat at my favorite restaurant?”

The half-Elf turned at his table, and Cara saw him sitting upright, using chopsticks to eat a bowl of leafy greens and noodles. He had no sauce on his face, and he had been there for a long time. Cara vaguely remembered that table being filled, but he hadn’t said anything. He was eating one bowl of noodles, and he twirled up a strand around his chopsticks slowly as he retorted.

“This is the only establishment within walking distance that makes authentic Drathian noodles. I was here first and had to listen to your noisy conversation. You disrupt the other clients.”

Yoitha turned red as he nodded to the relatively empty outdoor seats. She had been loud, but she retorted.

“This isn’t your half-Elven village, Rolare. You’d be unhappy if a moth was fluttering around your table.”

He slowly and pointedly chewed on the small morsel on the end of his chopsticks, picked up a leaf, and ate that. His motions were very refined, and he was eating at a snail’s pace. Cara watched as he took another pair of noodles—a huge bite for him—and began winding them up the chopsticks.

Had he been eating here for the last forty minutes? He was barely halfway through the bowl.

But he spoke at a decent clip, even if his tone was aggravatingly measured. Rolare had the attitude of someone who clearly thought the world was going to wait for him.

“I am well aware Menorome is a lively, bustling city. But I couldn’t help but interject, especially to two fellow performers. Miss Cara O’Sullivan. Greetings. I hope you won’t let Yoitha rub off on you. The Synphasia needs to sell seats or we will all be out of a job. Which would be inconvenient as I intend to make a name for myself, first.”

He raised his brows and gave her a ghost of a smile. Cara put her head on her chin, fascinated.

“Are you being friendly to me, Rolare?”

“That is what I am doing.”

He calmly returned. Cara lifted her hands.

“Just checking. It sounds rude, but I take it in the spirit it was intended.”

She saw the half-Elf pause and frown as he lifted his noodles to his mouth. He lowered his chopsticks.

“I am far from being rude. I’m merely socializing with fellow performers. Unless I am interrupting your conversation, that is an unpleasant accusation.”

He looked to Yoitha for support, but the woman had just folded her arms and gave him a sardonic look. Rolare hesitated.

“In what way was I rude? I’m quite pleasant to all my fellow performers.”

“Rolare, half of them quit because you’re the most insufferable half-Elf they’ve ever met. And I’ve met hundreds of half-Elves, and you’re the worst of all of them. The first thing you said was that Cara shouldn’t be allowed to join the Synphasia!”

The half-Elf hesitated.

“I only meant that as a fair and honest critique of her singing ability. I wasn’t being harsh. Just truthful. She’s objectively bad.”

Cara tried not to bristle at the top talent in the Synphasia. Yoitha had no such objections. She pointed a finger at him.

“You’re a snob. And if you’re so good, why don’t you perform tomorrow?”

He sighed with apparent melancholy and took a swift gulp of his water.

“If my violin’s string finally tunes properly, I will. It’s been bothering me no end, Yoitha. And I don’t need you to tell me that. Have you not seen me tuning it for the last four days straight?”

Four days? Cara’s brows were rising higher into her hairline as Yoitha furiously gulped down more beer.

“We’ve been booed and Joeired had to return money each night because you won’t perform! You’re the main act!”

“I can’t help it. All the strings here are inferior to the ones back home. I sent for more, but the woman who makes them can’t rush her craft. It’ll take six months for her to refine a string right, and the ones here? They produce a decent note, but then they get inconsistent after a few minutes of playing. Inferior fibers, probably.”

Nothing would do but for the half-Elf to pull out the violin and show them his E-string, which did look newer than the faded, glossy strings on the rest of the violin. His instrument looked old, and the wood was lovingly cared for. Cara was no expert on violins, but she bet it was valuable.

“It sounds fine when you play it.”

“Absolutely not. Listen.”

Rolare drew the bow across the violin and played a perfect E-note. Cara’s brows rose. She felt like she could have used that to tune a piano. But Rolare grimaced.

“Do you hear that warble?”

Yoitha and Cara looked at each other. Menorome was quieter than any city that Cara had ever known, and it was late, even for the City of Repose. Few wagons were rolling down the street, the restaurant’s sounds from the inside were muffled, and people spoke at a lower pitch. Even so…

“…No.”

Both shook their heads. The violinist looked appalled.

“Dead gods. I am surrounded by the deaf. Listen.”

He played the note again, longer, and Cara, trying very hard, thought she might have heard the faintest wobble in the note he described. But it could have been her imagination. Yoitha snorted into her mug.

“There’s perfection and then there’s obsession, Rolare. If you can’t play a note when someone coughs in the audience…”

“My music is an experience. Distractions ruin it. Entirely!”

Rolare slapped the table—lightly—and looked so annoyed that Cara began to guess this wasn’t an act. He was actually like this. Worse—he turned to Cara and gave her a faint smile.

“I apologize if I do sound rude, Miss Cara, but Manager Joeired and I do recognize talent. As I said, you just need practice. If people accept your routine, far be it from me to interfere. But it’s just not appropriate for the main act of the Synphasia. And I will perform once I can deliver to the audience what they deserve.”

He began eating again, and Cara whistled softly. Yoitha deliberately ignored Rolare as she turned back to Cara.

“And are you here to make your mark, Cara?”

The [Singer] saw Rolare’s chopsticks pause a moment, and she knew he was listening. That would have been her answer a month or two ago. But right now? Cara reached for her cup and sighed.

“I’d like that. But mostly—I’m in it for the money. I’m actually hoping to springboard off the Synphasia into worldwide fame and then live off of the riches. I came here when I saw one of those crystal-recordings of the music.”

“Aah. Those things. They don’t sell well, but we get a share of the profits. Clever.”

Yoitha gave Cara a smile. Rolare made a sound of disgust, and he pushed his bowl back, suddenly without an appetite. He glanced at Cara, clearly let down, but she meant every word. Cara felt her iPhone in her pocket, and she thought of that recording she’d seen being sold.

That—was a working business model as far as she was concerned. With respect to her currently empty pockets, she thought she might come out of Menorome rich. It was a gamble she was willing to take. As for why she wanted to be rich?

Well.

Cara thought of Afiele.

——

She could have stayed. Dalius, Culin, Sasi—the people of Afiele, and even Seraphel called her back.

But she wasn’t much use to Afiele. She had only brought the undead, even unwittingly, out of the Tomb of Afiele. Cara wanted, had to pay them back. She was a stranger in a medieval-type world filled with magic and levels.

There were a lot of things that were similar to her world. Clearly, wrenches and screws and even [Message] spells existed.

But Cara, an aficionado of the entertainment industry, had instantly realized what wasn’t here—music. Widespread music that anyone could enjoy with the press of a button, as opposed to paying for a [Bard].

She had hatched a plan the moment she realized she had a wealth of songs from Earth that no one had heard before and that the Synphasia made recordings of music. And it was this:

Sell music. She had no idea how those crystal-things worked, but Cara was willing to bet that if she became a headline act at the theatre, she could get one made. A catchy album of songs on a crystal?

That was worth money. If she could start up a business and run it, she could see this being so insanely profitable she could march back to Afiele with gold in tow.

Enough so that Culin and Sasi didn’t have to worry about it like Lord Lantal and Lady Risel. Enough to rebuild. Enough to hire the guards and soldiers that this never happened again, even with the ghosts.

Cara could have stayed and sung with them. But she felt useless in Afiele compared to the ghosts. She wanted to see this world. She wanted to make a difference, and yes, the stage called to her.

And right now—she also wanted to find other people from Earth.

These things were her responsibility. She had brought death to Afiele even if no one blamed her directly. She had enabled the [Necromancer] to kill so many.

She could offer them—Dalius, the children, Seraphel—so little. But if she came marching back with gold and fame and levels in tow—

Well. Maybe they would accept her.

No—maybe she would deserve to go back.

She was and they all were unworthy. Unworthy of that beautiful, broken, worn-out stage. That was Cara’s conclusion after meeting Yoitha and Rolare. He might be a gifted violinist. She didn’t know. But he didn’t perform.

It was aggravating. The first performance that Cara ever had in the Synphasia was illuminating.

She was backstage, watching it all go down, hearing Joeired whisper-shouting at everyone getting ready, striding out to announce the next performer, then hurrying back to critique the last act and get the next one ready.

She couldn’t speak to the on-stage experience from the audience’s point of view, but this felt—well, like a desperate talent show trying to pass off as a full-feature thing.

It was rough. The acts were, as Cara had known, not designed around each other. Fools and tumblers…she realized this was rather like a circus act, only Joeired was trying to put it on a stage.

The rules were different. He seemed to know it, despite everything. But he was working with street-performers.

This place needed a play. That was what Cara felt, and she knew it was impossible. She didn’t have a script, there was no culture here, and no time to practice or perform. Moreover… She hated to admit it, but the plays weren’t her road to quick success.

Making a splash as a performer here was. And the [Singer]’s debut onto the stage was—acceptable.

She came out singing Tokyo, and the audience, who had actually booed Andex when he dropped one of his juggling knives, went silent as Cara came out singing. Joeired had a funny way of introducing people.

“Next—the newest act for the Synphasia! The Singer—nay, the Siren of Songs herself, Cara!”

Siren of Songs? She made a face at him as he passed, and he whispered as he hurried towards Yoitha, who had a bucket and sprinkler for the water.

“Just do your routine and if you mess it up—you’re fired!”

Cara did not get fired for her performance. It was acceptable. She knew she flubbed some of the poses and choreography, and the water that came down on her umbrella splashed a bit, and the entire routine probably looked mildly unique. But the song was new—and it carried the performance.

The audience murmured after her first song and the two more that Cara sang. The last one she literally just sang impromptu after they demanded an encore.

It was the first the Synphasia had heard in a while. In fact, Cara walked off-stage with actual applause raining down and was practically thrown back to do a new song.

“They’re applauding, you idiot! It means they like you! Go, go!”

Yoitha was hopping up and down, and Cara realized that this was another cultural difference; Noelictus’ audience would be deathly silent if you were bad or even acceptable. If they applauded, it meant they wanted more.

Terrifying for any performer, but she went out and gave them a third song, and they enjoyed it. Then it was Rolare’s turn. He sat on stage, tuning his violin as the people went quiet, and Cara saw him frowning at his violin. Plucking that string…frowning…adjusting the knob. Reseating the string…applying a tiny bit of rosin to his bow…

After twenty minutes of dead silence, Joeired strode out to give everyone a partial refund.

——

The Synphasia wasn’t dying. It wasn’t living, either, but it wasn’t dying. It was already dead, and Joeired was the [Necromancer] working with the corpse. Or perhaps, the [Doctor] trying to resuscitate a dead patient on the slab.

Rolare’s attitude said it all, really. No matter how good the rest of the lineup was—and they weren’t good enough to carry the show on their own—without their headliner, there was no show.

“He’d better be good if that’s how he acts.”

Backstage, Cara was wondering if this meant a pay cut. Probably not, according to Yoitha; the performers were all upset, and the audience had left in a huff after queueing for refunds. Cara should have been out there giving money away, but Joeired had told her someone else would handle it.

She’d won points among the performers for her encore. Normally, Cara would expect some rivalry, but Rolare was like a lightning rod for hate. The ruined performance had everyone worrying about their income. She was almost grateful, if exasperated as everyone else.

“Rolare is good enough that no one can replace him. Well, you might if you had a full set. No one else had something completely original like he does. Joeired’s had to work around him; he’ll pay us, don’t worry. He’s just stopped paying for all but repairs, and I wonder if we’re even making a profit with all these half-refunds. But it’s better than when the Synphasia went quiet last time I visited. Then they just had a few acts, not a full performance.”

“Was it because Barelle left?”

Yoitha shrugged. They sat together, in the Dwarf’s rooms, around a little stove she’d made out of some bent metal in the old room with worn wood that had once been fancy, walls of glittering paper or paint flaking away, and drapes fit for acting royalty moth-eaten and decayed.

The ‘stove’ was a firepit in which some embers warmed a pot of tea for them as they ate some snacks. As promised, Yoitha had helped Cara get enough to eat, and Cara, in turn, had helped wash dishes and clean up their rooms, which were next to each other. Both were drab, but if they stripped the wallpaper off, the remaining paint looked better than the peeled look at night, which gave Cara the impression bugs were hanging on the walls.

As for the danger of fire in the old theatre? Cara would have been worried, but Yoitha had cut a hole in the floor, lined it with metal, then, when she realized the smoke might fill the room, installed an actual chimney in her wall.

The new, bright metal shone conspicuously, and Cara suspected Joeired had not approved these alterations. At any rate, it meant that the fire was well-contained, and a hot cup of tea was their reward. Cara wrapped her fingers around the tea, savoring the heat; it was cold outside, and she’d have to use her first paycheck on some blankets. Yoitha blew on her own cup as she thought about Cara’s question.

“Barelle? He left a long time ago. The theatre just lacked for talent. Now there’s Joeired, Rolare, for all he’s refusing to play—and you.”

A keen look from the side. Yoitha and Cara might have met by chance, but the Dwarf had latched onto Cara almost as much as Cara had befriended her. They both recognized something fascinating.

“Tell me about Joeired. He’s a…Stitch-man?”

“Yep. Chandrarian. They have those strings that connect their bodies. They can swap limbs out, but they’re like you and me, mostly. They fear fire…er, there’s different ranks of them. Poor-quality is Hemp. Cotton’s normal people. Silk are like their aristocrats. Joeired’s definitely made of cotton. He’d want to be rich enough to upgrade his ‘cloth’ to silk. Then he’d be famous and look better. The materials that make Stitch-people matter. Fascinating people, but you don’t see many at all in Terandria.”

The explanation made Cara grit her teeth. Castes. Wonderful.

Maybe she was a negative person. The first thing she thought of when meeting a new species, a cloth-people, was how their society sucked. Cara sighed, and Yoitha glanced at her.

“I’m a Dwarf.”

“I know. I mean, uh—”

“Nah, I know we’re more famous. The short mining and smithing folk of the mountains, right? Just so you know—you talk to other Dwarves and ask them to smith something and they’ll curse you out. I’m an actual [Smith]—former—but we’re not all metalworkers. Then again…given the standards, we probably all are better than most Level 20 [Smiths] around here.”

She was so dismissive that Cara laughed.

“They must hate you.”

Yoitha was putting some hot, cheap root vegetables in the little firepit. Yellats. It was all either were going to eat tonight, though she had some butter and milk, so it’d be good enough. The Dwarf waved her hand.

“Oh, yeah. They kicked me out of Menorome’s Smithing Guild in a heartbeat. Not that I’d work again…but you have to have standards. I’m good at smithing. But I don’t do it.”

She sighed and looked so pained…then glanced at Cara, cleared her throat, and looked away.

“Where’d you learn to sing?”

And again, Cara had to catch herself before she lied. She struggled, a second, and then sat back. Truth…the truth was dangerous. There were people like her in the world, and she could neither find them nor help. Someone was looking for them.

Names were dangerous after all. She shouldn’t have told the Gnolls. But she had lied her way into a disaster last time. Cara closed her eyes…

“School. Really. But I’ve always been training for the stage. When I heard Menorome had one, I had to come and try. I’ve never gotten a main role in anything, you know. And I’m better at acting—performing in other ways—than singing.”

“You could have fooled…no, I suppose that’s fair. You’re better than most performers in Menorome, for all that. More original. That’s worth a lot. Rolare doesn’t like you, but I think that’s because he recognizes you have actual talent. Everyone else he ignores as beneath him. So. Keep it up. Ah, some Yellat are almost done. Don’t touch it—I’m near fireproof, but you’ll burn.”

Cara found a plate as Yoitha pulled the crisped Yellats out, charred a bit but browned and steaming, out of the firepit. She smiled as Yoitha glanced up at her, and the Dwarf smiled back.

“You’re not getting mad? I normally get people mad.”

“For you saying I’m not the best? It’s true.”

“Yes. It is.”

“And we can get better. Do you want to become a great performer?”

Yoitha sat back, and Cara pressed her on why she was here. The Dwarf stared at her steaming meal, then at Cara.

“I’d have to love it first. Love it like I love smithing. If so—I should try to be the very best. Better than Barelle. There’s something in the performing I like. But I don’t know how to improve. I’ll give it a few more months before I quit. You make it more pleasant and I might learn how to copy you. But if I thought it was my passion—I’d try to beat Rolare no matter how long it took.”

Her eyes had a kind of resolve to them, serious and determined, for all the ideas she talked about were nebulous and ambitious. Cara had the impression that if Yoitha decided this was her course, she would have sat in a roach-infested room in the dead of winter for as long as it took to achieve mastery. Decades.

So that was a Dwarf. She was, in her way, as stubborn as all the stereotypes of her people from Earth’s stories. But it left Cara with one question as she found a fork and knife that Yoitha had, again, forged herself.

“Why did you quit smithing? You seem to be good at it.”

Yoitha paused for a long moment, and her face grew slack.

“I was just a journeywoman. That’s between an apprentice and master. A line-smith. I suppose in other places you’d call me a practicing smith, fully credentialed. In anywhere else but home, I am better than most you’d meet. But it’s no longer my trade.”

“You quit?”

Yoitha bit into her Yellat. Chewed. Swallowed. Reached for her cup of tea. Drank. Put the cup down. Stared out into Menorome’s grey dawn; they would both sleep in the day and wake in the evenings for the City of Repose’s nightlife. Cara saw Yoitha’s face go blank, and she began talking about other things.

Only later in the night, as they were bidding farewell for sleep, did Yoitha stop banking the coals in her firepit and look up. And she answered Cara, as if, like Cara, it had taken her this long to work the nerve up to answer the question, pull it from her depths like a great weight.

“I didn’t quit. I was cast out. I’m not forbidden from smithing. But I don’t deserve to. I—we—killed many good people by being arrogant fools. My entire team. I wasn’t in charge, but I can’t go back to my craft. So I search for a new one.”

She met Cara’s eyes, and the [Singer] nodded.

“Thank you for telling me. You’re in good company.”

She paused at Yoitha’s door, and the Dwarf raised her brows, looking mildly gratified, mildly annoyed by the lack of more questions.

“How so?”

Cara gave her a big smile.

“I got a lot of people killed as well.”

Then she closed the door as her heart thundered. Cara turned to her room across the hall, in the narrow backrooms of the Synphasia, and a half-Elf tuning his violin late into the night waited for her door to shut. Then he quietly shut his own door. He hadn’t been listening in.

Some people were just too noisy, and he was used to the silence of forests and decades. He had a secret, too. Most people did.

——

The first, fast friend Cara found was in Yoitha. It was their shared connection on multiple levels. Yoitha was blunt, straightforward, and fixed things around the Synphasia, often without asking for permission. Cara lied, always craved performance and attention, and was, she had to admit, sometimes prickly.

But they complemented one another. After a week, Cara had learned that Joeired’s cost-saving measures had led to him firing a lot of the Synphasia’s old staff, including the employees who ran the ticket counters and swept up. He pushed it onto the performers, and there was a lot of bad blood between him and people who remembered the old theatre.

However, it was clear that the entire building had been hemorrhaging money, and even with partial refunds, Rolare filled seats. In fact, the lore of Joeired came out between rehearsals and performances.

“He bought the Synphasia outright. I heard he was some kind of [Performer] in Nerrhavia’s Fallen—the biggest Stitch-folk nation in the world, in Chandrar—and came here.”

“He’s fired more people in his few years here than have worked in the theatre over decades. Until Rolare came along, he advertised ‘a new performer each week’! The only reason he’s able to keep the place running is Yoitha, though.”

“Nothing is good enough for Joeired. Not even you, Cara. He’ll pick apart your best act. You’d best be prepared when he screams at you.”

That last comment came from Andex, the [Knife Juggler], who was sour and depressed even at rehearsals. Then again, Joeired was familiar to Cara, even more than Yoitha, on another level.

He was the manager from hell. There were no safety laws, codes of conduct, or people to appeal to in this world, not that HR departments were that helpful or on your side to begin with on Earth.

But in this case, it meant that no one out-ranked Joeired, and he would scream in your face, point out how terrible your act was in front of the other performers, and force you to repeat your set until you got it right—or you wouldn’t perform that night.

No one but Rolare was immune to his critique. Yoitha was a part-exception in that both knew her performance sucked and she had a deal that kept her employed. But twice, Cara tried to rush a new choreography for her song-and-dance routine only for him to stride up to her and shove a finger with stitches around each knuckle in her face.

“If you try to perform that in front of paying guests, I will remove you from the cast after you are done. It’s banal. Clichéd. You do your pretty little strut in Tokyo—come up with something more original for the other songs.”

“It’s a song. I dance to it—”

“Boring!”

He screamed in her face, then stepped back. Joeired clutched at his hair.

“Do you not see it? Your ‘songs’ may be original. Yes, you can put on a new one even for a returning audience! But singing and dancing is a boring act! Each one has to be stylistically unique or I am just paying for a [Singer]. And the Synphasia is more than mere songs. Barelle was more than that.”

Everyone looked up at the name of the famous [Bard]. It was like a spur that Joeired used to dig at everyone, even Rolare, to motivate them. The half-Elf himself glanced up as Cara wiped at her face; there was spit there.

“Song and dance can captivate a nation.”

“Not how you’re doing it. You’re boring, banal…if only you weren’t Human, I’d tell you to change your face and vocal cords between songs. The frailties of flesh. At least let’s get you a better costume to change between. Something—if you have a more romantic song, let’s have more of you exposed. Leave the traditional Noelictus styles for elegant songs. And your hair! Eugh!”

Cara’s hair was brown, and the lack of most types of shampoos or conditioners meant that it was serviceable, and she’d bought a comb, but that was all you could say for it. Joeired gave Cara a look of pure disgust.

He didn’t look stellar himself. But Cara did have to admit he cut a more impressive swath with his opulent ringmaster’s outfit. It was overly gaudy, but it did fit his job.

When Joeired turned away to berate the others, Cara went back to stretching and thinking about what he’d said. She saw Andex storm off as Joeired insulted his knife-work.

“You alright, Cara? He let you have it.”

Yoitha whispered. She saw the [Singer]’s eyes refocus, and Cara glanced at Yoitha.

“Him? Oh. Well. He’s right, you know.”

Yoitha paused, mid-juggling with her hammers, and Rolare stepped smartly to one side as a hammer thudded down where his foot had been. He’d been walking over, perhaps to offer sympathies, though it was hard to tell with his superior attitude.

But Cara just followed Joeired as the Stitch-man demonstrated how he wanted one of the tumblers to walk in a provocative manner. He was twisting his ankles, making his entire body move in a very suggestive way.

And yet…Cara narrowed her eyes as she watched.

He was very good at footwork. In a sense, she realized, as Joeired turned to bark at her to get back to work—if Yoitha was her first friend, Rolare her rival or the figure to hate, Joeired, of all of the people she had met—

He was the person it was easiest to be honest with. They both spoke the same language, after all. Performance. The stage.

——

A week and a half was twelve days.

Twelve days.

And not once did Rolare perform.

It was actually amazing. He had to be fantastic if people kept coming on the off-chance he’d perform. Apparently, he had about 70% odds of performing on any given night before his string had broken.

However, it was becoming an issue, and the only reason Joeired was filling seats and managing to not refund all the tickets wholesale was because of Cara. Word was getting around there was a new act, and people liked the songs. Cara had now begun doing twenty-minute sets, and it was clear she was on her way up.

Andex was out, though. The [Knife Thrower] stormed out of Joeired’s tattered office without a word. When he saw her—he just glared and stormed off.

Cara had seen enough theatre drama to know what had gone on. She suspected she’d been a reason he left, and she felt guilty. But Joeired’s first words pushed Andex’s woes out of her mind.

He sat with his legs up on his table, groaning, a soft pillow supporting his back in a worn chair. If that called to mind some boss with his legs propped up on his table in the most arrogant of manners while reclining in his chair…that was not what he was doing.

Joeired sat…with his legs on the table in front of him. He had detached them from his body. He was, at this moment, delicately re-stitching the cloth in his legs, which were the most intricate pieces of cloth made to look like the real thing that Cara had ever seen.

There were even little ‘bones’ sewn into the leg. When Joeired attached one leg, it turned into flesh and blood, and he wiggled it around—undid the stitches, and went back to delicately adjusting the leg.

He was adding tendons to his ankles, cutting into the dark ‘skin’, adding more threads to the fraying bundles, and then stitching everything closed with the right threads. Cara was so fascinated that Joeired did this for six minutes before he broke the silence.

“Andex is boring. Generic. He thinks I should humor him because he might level and thus become better than any other [Knife Juggler], [Knife Thrower], [Performer of Blades], or countless other derivatives of his class in the city. I don’t need to. I train outstanding talent. I search for it. You are new here.”

“That’s right, Joeired. Is this about my new act? I’ve got six songs you’ve approved and one I can do on encore. Why did you need to see me after rehearsals?”

Cara folded her arms, realizing how nice it would be to have a cloth body. You could literally sew muscle into your form! Then again, it looked like his ‘body’ frayed, so she imagined it was expensive to upkeep. On the other hand…exercise sucked, and there was medicine, skin conditioning, injuries—

At this point, Joeired put one leg on his body and switched to the other one. He glanced up, and his eyes were sharp, piercing, and direct.

“You’re a strange woman, Cara. You come to me almost full-formed. You know what you’re doing. You have music the likes of which no one’s heard, you dance in ways Terandrians call sultry, which is their word for debased, too provocative, outrageous. As if I don’t see they have as many red-light districts as back home! Hah!”

He glared to the side, then eyed Cara.

“But you…you know how to perform. Rolare does not, for all he’s a genius. And yet you lack for the—accompaniment to your music. You make do with Skills. Oh, and your dancing is competent, but you still fail because you are not outrageous.”

“Outrageous how?”

“Outrageously entertaining!”

His face darkened, and he slammed a fist on the table. Joeired pointed at Cara.

“I know you understand what I mean! And I mean what I said. Six, eighteen, a hundred songs with a unique, catchy dance to go with it is boring. I could just replace you and have someone else do the songs. Do you know who Barelle the Bard was?”

“A high-level [Bard] who made the Synphasia famous?”

That was all Cara knew. Apparently he could sing, fight, had been in countless adventures, and could recite poetry and tell stories and more. He was this world’s version of a complete master of almost every form of entertainment—and she would have liked to see him.

“No.”

Joeired scowled as he shook his head.

“He wasn’t just that. He was Barelle the Bard. A personality. Rolare, for all he refuses to play with his precious broken string, is a name. His touchyness, his attitude—it speaks to the audience who come and, yes, sometimes boos him for being obstinate. You…lack all that. If you came to my theatre to make your mark, I expected more. What is it you had planned, when you had my trust?”

Oh. Cara flushed as the manager gave her a long look. She hesitated, cleared her throat.

“I, um. I was going to suggest—there’s this thing called ‘plays’. And they’d fill your time, and you could have a huge cast. It’s this acted story—”

“I know what a performed story is. Nerrhavia’s Court of Silks in Tyrant’s Rest has many such.”

That made things easier. Cara had feared that theatre itself was dead in this world. But she nodded quickly.

“Well. I know hundreds of plays. I could help design sets, write out the scripts—the Synphasia is perfect for that kind of thing. I was thinking we could keep performances like Yoitha and Rolare, but if you put on a play for the later half, you’d be telling this fascinating story—”

The stage. Cara had always thought that the way she would impress people, her one true talent, was in acting. She was good at singing. But she loved playing a part.

It just made sense to her, turning the Synphasia into a proper theatre. Even if they had to do only musicals or the catchiest stuff at the start—

She had always wanted to be a Shakespearian-trained actor. Someone who could both strut on stage and on the silver screen. A multi-purpose performer who, yes, harkened back to old English and the pretense of Shakespeare, but could adapt their style to a modern audience’s sensibilities. If you could do both, that made you a great actor.

It was her vision, her dream from Earth, and salvation for the Synphasia. Joeired listened as she explained how the plays might go and cut her dreams apart with the snip of his scissors.

“No. Not for me, nor for Menorome. It may serve in time, but they love flashy, vibrant things in this gloomy Kingdom of Shade. And I have not the coin to build this. I have you and Rolare and Yoitha as the only true talent. Something else.”

“What?”

Cara stood there, panting, trying to explain the magic of the Bard of Avon’s work to Joeired. She looked at him.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me. I have hundreds of plays in my head, of the best stories you could ever dream of. Even the language is elevated! Listen to this:”

Cara took a few steps back and tried to put herself in a whimsical, almost melancholic state. She knew it was slightly pretentious, but she saw Joeired watching keenly, and she had to believe he understood.

“Like the baseless fabric of this vision,

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Ye all which it inherit, shall dissolve

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.”

There was power in the words, even out of context. It had meaning, imagery, even damned iambic pentameter! It was poetry in verse…and Joeired’s eyes lit up.

And still.

And still…

He shook his head.

“Very beautiful. I’d ask where it came from, but I have heard Djinnis reciting old poems. I do not care to spy on all the secrets. Yoitha has hers. Rolare, his. You?”

He looked at Cara as she, panting, realized she might have overplayed her hand in her enthusiasm. But she had meant to be more open…

Careful. Someone was looking for them. Yet Joeired was refreshingly selfish, too. The Stitch-man put his hands together. Staring at her.

“It would take…how many to put on these plays?”

“You could do as few as four. Ten, twenty for more plays, and there’s stagehands, but it’s not that many—”

For a full theatre and the ability to put on plays nonstop, he’d have to have a lot of people acting and supporting people too, for props, lighting, and so on. But it could be done! Joeired, though, just nodded.

“So that is four people at minimum. Ten, likely, to be decent. I have one. You. Finding nine more talents in a city like this? I would have to hope every [Bard] has what I want. And you know—it does not allure me. I came here to make the Synphasia great. Great once more! That attracts me not.”

“Didn’t you hear what I—?”

He held up a finger, then regarded a bit of brown thread with a grimace and snipped the end off.

“Great stories have amazing lines and tell their tales again and again. I know. I have met Barelle, and he tells stories. But you know, a master must recite a story well. Anyone can hum a song. I like your songs more than this stage, and my audiences come here for your singing. Succeed there, and then we shall discuss your ‘theatre’.”

“But you just said—”

“I said, you are not a personality. You are bland canvas upon which someone draws beautiful art. You smile, but you are not the one smiling, just reflecting the smile. Tomorrow, I will announce you, and I want people to remember you. Cara O’Sullivan!”

He threw up his hands, then grimaced.

“A terrible name. I will have to do something about it. As for you, figure out a better…”

He twidled his fingers at Cara’s everything. She stood there, outraged.

“But what about the stage?”

“What about it? You should have auditioned on that rather than your voice, then! Are you so opposed to performing? Surely, you have a vision that you’re emulating.”

He meant the woman who performed, the music videos she emulated and captured parts thereof. Cara hesitated, and she did know who to copy and how. She had just thought…

“But I’m a better [Actor] than I am a [Singer] or…performer.”

That was what she had always believed. But the Stitch-man looked at Cara, up and down, and his black eyebrows crawled high on his face with frank disbelief.

“If you want to believe that, indulge your fantasies. Yet this kingdom is gloomy. It craves light, or do you not see how much gaudiness there is here? Even more than my nation, which is richer, vaster, and more magical.”

He pointed outside his windows at the glow of Menorome by dark. Cara thought of gloomy Afiele, and Joeired stared at her.

“Which does this city wish for more, you think? Your performances on stage? Or a single voice and face?”

Then she saw what he was asking, and Cara felt her heart leap in trepidation.

“So…you don’t need an actor. You want—a star.”

And the man, who had looked frustrated, as if on the cusp of an idea, trying to understand what he saw through Cara—he looked at her blankly, then his face lit up with avarice and delight, and Cara saw it at last.

A part for her to play.

——

But did she want it?

Yes. No. It wasn’t something she’d thought of, but it hit her, and Joeired, like a lightning bolt of inspiration. He was off like a shot, screaming about needing to get ‘proper materials for you flesh-folk’, and telling her to come back tonight.

But Cara went off and had to walk Menorome’s streets in thought.

She had always thought that her singing ability had been overdone, in Afiele. The quiet province hadn’t ever heard music like hers, and it had power.

But she had assumed, perhaps naïvely, the stage had more strength. It was just…now that Cara thought of it, which was more popular in her world?

Famous actors, even those on Broadway? Or…

“Pop stars. Or any kind of music celebrity, really. Am I doing this? Do I want to do this?”

No…no, look at it another way. Cara was so uncertain, so shaken, because she had never actually considered it.

She was no song-writer, and the music industry in the United Kingdom wasn’t one she had ever wanted or tried to break into. Frankly—being made into a celebrity sounded awful, and Cara knew exploitative industries.

She knew what it was like to be preyed upon. So no, she’d stayed away from that idea.

But here—no one had ever heard of pop songs or even put dance and music together, not that Cara had seen. That kind of thing made lots of money. She had seen those song crystals Yoitha talked about.

Am I doing this?

Cara suddenly had a huge idea. And it revolved around fame, attention, the Synphasia’s placement, and those crystals. In fact, she went straight from Joeired’s office to the first booth she could find in Menorome that sold the crystals.

“Oh. Oh. Are you that new [Singer] in the Synphasia? We’d like to sell your performance-crystal too! The ones we have now, well, they sell a bit for Rolare, but the Dwarf is so horrendous that most don’t even want to listen through her piece.”

Cara winced in sympathy for Yoitha as she spoke to a pale-skinned [Shop Attendant] who sold the crystals.

“I, um—well, yes. I’d like that. How do they work? I’ve seen them being sold. How expensive would this be?”

“Seventeen silver. And they wear out after sixteen days. You touch this one—very carefully, we must sell them with special wax paper or cloth so you don’t damage the magical inscriptions—and then it plays all the performances.”

That was—a lot. Nearly a full gold piece! Cara wouldn’t have bought it even with her new income, and her heart sank as she realized there were a lot of drawbacks.

“Wait, so it plays the entire thing? You can’t skip forwards?”

The jangle of Yoitha hitting various objects and a lot of background noise bled through too, and Cara winced. The [Attendant] snatched the crystal back and turned down the sound with a wave of her hand.

“It’s difficult to make this. A [Mage] must sit in the audience, and if they cough or…Rolare still sells almost a dozen a day from this store alone! Do you want to hear? There are only, ah, eighteen more minutes before he performs. There’s a funny [Bard] who tells jokes halfway through. I can sell you this one for fourteen silvers, on discount as you’re a member of the Synphasia.”

You had to sit through eighteen minutes of this? Even editing out the non-verbal acts, that was painful. And Cara refused to do that, even to hear Rolare perform.

“Can you…make the crystals last longer or skip around? Play each performance whenever you want?”

The [Shop Attendant] looked mystified at the question, and she actually had to go find the owner, the very [Mage] who made the crystals, to ask. He was a somewhat pompous man who liked the Synphasia, hence his self-production of the crystals. At her question, he laughed.

“Young [Singer], as much of a fan as I am of your songs—I quite like the one with the parasol, by the way, I could do a rain spell to make it better—what you want is advanced magic. Why, I’d have to reconfigure the [Catch Sound] spell!”

“Is that possible?”

He hesitated, and the [Mage] looked somewhat affronted.

“Not to me. Why, I imagine only a truly gifted [Mage] could do that. Altering a spell? Even carving the spell into this crystal requires [Transcribe Spell], which is an advanced Skill. I suppose I could make a few of your songs into a single performance if Manager Joeired agrees. I like that. I could do as many as twenty and sell them. It would take a week’s work, though, and I’d have to hire someone to do the transcribing.”

Wonderful. The lack of industry meant that she could sell twenty crystals? But the [Mage] assured her that if they sold, why—

“I could take the copy I made and re-copy it again and again! It’s a very good idea.”

It was—but Cara didn’t say the quiet part out loud. Which was…

I could see this selling tens of thousands. If we could make a quality product.

——

That evening, Cara found and talked to eight more [Mages] across Menorome. Miss Catorn, the [Innkeeper] who Cara had met, was a help in finding them.

“You want Wistram-trained [Mages], my dear. There are mage-academies all over, but Wistram produces the finest and the ones who know how to do what you need. Self-taught ones can’t.”

Wistram. There it was, that word again. They had sent that weird text-message via phone, which proved their abilities. Cara was leery about returning to the Mage’s Guild after her phone had begun ringing and with the interest of the [Mages]. But she feared she might have to go.

“Who else does magic? I mean…what kinds of [Mages] are there?”

It was a catchall term, and there hadn’t been many at all in Afiele, so magic did excite Cara despite her feeling like it wasn’t something she needed to focus on. She assumed someone from London would be waving their wands around trying to be the next Harry Potter, but it felt sort of stupid to her.

Plus, she’d discovered her voice was magic enough. Catorn stopped leaning on her bar and watching the Helpful Servants work as she counted on her fingers. They were, again, doing all the work, and her inn looked very busy and very prosperous.

The blank-faced young men and women were different than the ones Cara remembered last time. So it was like the ultimate temp-agency? Imagine working there. Then again, Cara had almost been desperate enough to ask how much they’d get paid when she was starving.

“Let’s see. [Enchanters]. [Scriers]. [Battlemages]—those become adventurers and often it’s just a [Mage] class you’d call them. [Green Mages], or [Druids], but I think they’re different classes. [Illusionists]. [Necromancers] are banned in Noelictus, for good reason…”

Cara shuddered. Catorn shrugged.

“You need an [Enchanter]. Oh, and there are Archmages, masters of magic, but they’re only in Wistram.”

“I don’t suppose Menorome has any? And even if there were, I doubt they just take anyone’s requests.”

“Exactly, my dear. I’m sorry. Oh! I know! If you need cheap consultation…and this isn’t perfect, mind you, why don’t you go ask a Helpful Servant? Some do know low-level magic. You have to pay a bit more, but they can do everything from cleaning to magic.”

What? Cara’s head rose, and she gave one of the young women polishing the tables a surprised look. They never stopped! Most people got tired, even the most professional of barmaids, but the Helpful Servants would finish bussing dishes and start cleaning tables without missing a beat.

All with that faint smile on their faces, too. They unnerved Cara a bit, and she had to wonder what they were.

“Helpful Servants. Excuse me, um…Miss?”

“Hello, Miss. I’m Seirne. Can I take your order?”

Catorn had to interrupt here, taking Seirne by the arm.

“She’s not a regular customer. Sorry, Cara. They’re a bit—focused. Seirne, answer Cara’s questions.”

“Oh, apologies.”

The young woman blinked, and then her eyes seemed to light up a bit. She laughed, brushed at the sweat on her brow, and Cara felt like she was seeing a sleepwalker waking up. The prickles on her body grew.

“I, uh—can I ask what your job is? I mean, what are Helpful Servants?”

Seirne gave Cara an amused look. Suddenly, there was personality there, even a sense of impishness. To Cara, an expert in reading body language and attitude, it was unnerving.

Even I can’t play a role that perfectly, even with my Skills! But Seirne answered in a too-quick manner of speaking.

“Well, that’s easy. We have a class—I won’t get into the specifics, but we all have the same class that lets us work. It’s like—well, drifting off and not minding all the hard work. Then we get our pay, and we can relax! We work hard, and you’ll see us head back to our stalls every day, unless we’re contracted for longer periods, but believe me, we’re paid well and enjoy not having to focus on cleaning the undersides of tables. And where would Noelictus be without us, eh?”

She winked, and Catorn laughed merrily and nodded. Cara was slightly reassured by this.

“So some of you cast magic?”

“Correct! Not many, but you could ask, and each stall can inquire with the others. If there’s someone in the city who can help you with your enchanting, they’ll quote you with prices. It’ll be cheaper than Wistram’s work.”

“Where can I find a stall?”

Seirne tilted her head. For a second, her eyes unfocused slightly, and Cara thought only she noticed it. Then Seirne’s voice became dreamlike again.

“I can name sixteen near you. The largest one is…Dornbell Street. Would you like specific directions?”

“Sure. Thank you…let me just write this down on my, uh, magical artifact.”

Cara didn’t have a quill and ink, and she knew how messy they were, so she pulled out her iPhone and began to type in the address. She had found she could tell people she had a ‘magic artifact’, and it passed. They had scrolls you could write on that did the same thing, and while Catorn looked curious, no one really asked to do more than see what Cara held.

Even Yoitha and Rolare didn’t do more than eye the device, and while Cara expected to talk with Yoitha about it or keep her from trying to hammer or take it apart—she had lowered her guard a bit. Not everyone was Seraphel with her keen understanding of what artifacts were.

So she was completely and utterly shocked to hear what came next.

“Oh! What a curious device. You know, one of my peers has one just like that.”

Cara didn’t pick up on what Seirne had said at first. Then she nearly dropped her smart phone.

“What?”

She looked up, and Seirne smiled.

“I’ve seen it before. I don’t pay attention when I’m in work-mode. But that’s fascinating. Is it valuable? Maybe my peer should charge more for her services. She’s very talented, and we’re thinking of reclassifying her, you know.”

“What? Who—there’s someone with one of these? Who?”

“Um. Um…I don’t recall. A shop attendant would know, but I’m just a worker. Sorry! She’s got lovely blonde hair, and she knows how to do makeup very well. I think she’s been assigned to Sovereign District.”

“Oh, that’s the upscale part of the city. Just around the palace. H-how much do they charge for that caliber of Helpful Servant?”

Catorn didn’t notice Cara’s alarm, looking slightly jealous and embarrassed about the mention of higher tiers of more capable Helpful Servants. But Cara? Cara badgered Seirne with questions, but the woman could only just say she’d noticed a similar device when they’d been mustering at the shops.

Cara would have to ask directly, and when Cara heard that, she was out of the inn so fast she forgot to thank Miss Catorn for her help.

——

Helpful Servants. The more Cara focused on them, the more she realized they were all over Noelictus. They were cleaning the streets, replacing candles—and in fact, someone was asking about joining them.

“Can I just sign up?”

“It’s a bit more work than that, Miss. You need to get training and get the class. It’s not a difficult training period. One week should get you the class, then you take regular holidays—you barely notice time passing!”

“A week! And it doesn’t pay much!”

A smiling woman at one of the shops was talking to a scandalized woman who was considering the job.

“Ah, but it takes no effort. You don’t have to worry about living up to expectations—your pay is guaranteed. And believe me, you don’t notice the pains or aches or—drama at work. The class insulates you from feeling all that.”

“O-oh? That’s not much for the pay, though.”

“Well, if you have a talent, you’re worth more. May I ask your class? We could estimate how much you’d make—”

After some dithering, the woman left but informed the attendant she’d come back later. The woman turned to the next person in line and heard their request.

“I need someone to clean out my privvies. They’re a mess and, uh—”

An embarrassed, blushing older man had an issue in his home. But the idea of cleaning out a disgusting privy didn’t bother the Helpful Servants, who practically lined up, three of them, for the job as their leader outlined the duration and estimated the cost.

“Not to worry, sir. No one is bothered, and I simply remind you that any harm to a Helpful Servant is against the law. The Watch will become involved if they are exposed to danger, and you may be banned from our services. However, you may express discontent—in fact, we encourage you to state your feelings. Helpful Servants are there to…help!”

She smiled, and Cara, listening from the line, was even more unnerved.

She had heard of systems like this. Well, she was familiar with the idea of foreign workers being used for labor in other countries for rock-bottom pay and rights. But this was uncanny for a few reasons.

Firstly, the ‘Helpful Servants’ seemed to be largely Noelictus folk. Secondly, they looked like they were having a fine time. Even if you could fake it, Cara could generally take when a smile was forced.

These seemed genuine. It seemed like most were just daydreaming while they waited for work, and that mention of a specific class that let you work without feeling the labors of it—and this entire organization seemed advanced.

Yet it unnerved her because it felt less like people waiting for work, and more a kind of robot. However, Cara had observed each Helpful Servant came ‘alive’ when you asked a difficult question. Or, as it turned out—when you paid for it.

“Yes, yes. I want the good worker. The one who could do hair? My daughter has a birthday, and whomever you had last time was delightful. But I want personality, you understand? She had jokes, advice on hair styles—less attitude, maybe.”

A rather fussy [Lady] was demanding someone specific without knowing the name. The attendant had to think a moment, and Cara saw the unfocused look.

“You are thinking of…Elena! I believe she is going to be free in an hour, Miss. Then I can certainly arrange for…how long? And I will remind you that the ‘full service’ option of talents and engagement is expensive.”

“Price is no object. But, ah, how much would it be for two days? We have a servant’s room she can use, and we’ll feed her, of course.”

“Of course! In that case, let me deduct those fees, and she will not need to return for that—do note that she will inform you if the meals are unsatisfactory to her needs. Alright. Thank you! I have received your note and will take it to the Merchant’s Guild at the end of the day. Next!”

Cara strode up at last, and the woman gave her a friendly smile. Cara searched for a hint of disingenuity, but she…found nothing. She felt like someone friendly and genuinely happy with work was smiling at her, and she felt embarrassed for her skepticism.

Am I imagining this?

“Hello, Miss! Can I help you?”

“Er. Yes. I’m looking for two things. One is help with a magical project, and the other is finding a specific person.”

Cara outlined both problems as the attendant patiently listened. When it became clear her issue might take time, a man smoothly stepped over to a counter and began to take more people’s requests. In the meantime, the woman tilted her head.

“We do not…have many [Enchanters] in our employment, Miss, and consultation work of this kind is very involved. At this moment, this is not a service we offer, though we hope to begin offering more advanced services, too! If you have a concrete, actionable request like transcribing the crystals, we can do that, but this is not something we can oblige you with at this time. Please, check back next year.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

Next year? This was like some kind of company if they had ambitions that ranged that far in advance. Then again, this was clearly a profitable industry—it was hard to beat Helpful Servant prices. If anything, Cara suspected that only Yoitha’s advanced metalworking Skills could beat out a bunch of Helpful Servants fixing up the Synphasia.

Hell, maybe Joeired would start hiring them to perform. Yes…there was something dystopian and unsettling about this odd shop, that was Cara’s problem with it.

But it did, clearly, have someone from Earth working here, or someone with a smartphone. Because the moment Cara showed it to the attendant, the woman recognized it.

“I know that. Is it…valuable, Miss?”

She seemed suddenly more attentive and alert. Cara hesitated.

“Sort of. I’m looking for the person who has one like it. I’d like to speak with her.”

“We can arrange you to hire her, but off-duty fraternization is not something we allow for the Helpful Servant’s protection, Miss.”

“Well—could I speak with her?”

“Perhaps. But is that valuable? It’s not an artifact, so it was missed upon our inspection.”

And suddenly, the attendant was a lot more intent. Only now did Cara realize the woman—it was all women who managed the shops—was in her forties, had auburn hair, a mole on the side of a sharp nose, weathered hands from some kind of involved work—but she had seemed bland to the point where even Cara’s attention for details had just blanked on her.

Or…she had not paid attention for other reasons. Now, the woman leaned forwards and inspected the phone. Cara nearly stopped her when she noticed something.

The woman’s eyes. They had these amazingly odd lines in them, unlike any other eye Cara had ever seen. It was…concentric rings, each one smaller than the last, narrowing down like perfect circles in the woman’s eyes, which were lilac-and-green.

The rings seemed to constrict a moment as she lifted the phone up.

“Hmm. It’s not magical. Curious. This is no artifact at all, but it does glow. Perhaps…”

For a second, her gaze was sharp, and Cara sensed the woman come alive with interest. Then—it unfocused suddenly. The hand lowered, and the phone was placed down without a second look.

“No. There is no magic in it. Useless. Irrelevant. Go back to your work.”

Useless? The voice was the same, but the brusque, disinterested tone—the woman blinked—turned to Cara—

And the rings were gone.

“Excuse me, Miss. I meant to say, ‘useless to our work’. Can I help you find your friend?”

Thoroughly unnerved, Cara almost backed up and looked to see if anyone had noticed. But no one had. She gulped—then turned back.

Oh lord, what am I getting into this time?

“I just want to speak to whomever owns the—this. Are they here? What’s their name?”

A second of unfocus, and the woman, and she was bland and normal again, smiled.

“That would be Elena, Miss. Oh! I note she’s already been reserved.”

Elena! The one the [Lady] had just—

“Can I speak to her?”

“Not while her services are engaged, Miss.”

“What about—”

“I can reserve you time afterwards if that is acceptable. But this is subject to change. Would you like to place a reservation on a specific Helpful Servant? The charge may be higher.”

With nothing else she could do, Cara hesitated.

“Yes, please!”

She fumbled coins out, cursing at the cost, but then had an idea. If this ‘Elena’ was here, and she was getting off-work to go for her next job in an hour, Cara should just…

Step back and wait around for her. An hour was a long time, but she could think of Joeired’s idea. If this other person was from Earth and they had seen the phone call, this would be huge.

That was the plan. It was a good plan, and Cara was determined to execute on it without doing something stupid like going to the bathroom at the wrong moment or getting side-tracked. It worked for about twenty-one minutes.

Then, as she was standing by a shop offering those restful beds, someone reached out, grabbed her, and shouted.

“I’ve found her!”

Cara punched the person in the face, ran two steps in sheer terror—and then six [Mages] tackled her, and one cast a webbing spell before they carried her off, shouting and cursing.

——

They called him ‘Blackmage’. Or Aaron Vanwell, because ‘Blackmage’ was pretentious and a made-up name he’d used for anonymity’s sake.

He was the first person from Earth to be found. The first of many. That was how they talked about it.

Whether or not they needed to be found, or whether or not some others had already been found—that wasn’t the point.

Aaron was the first person to be found by the right people. The people who were able to help, could help, and understood what was going on.

That group was called Wistram Academy, the home of mages. A citadel in the middle of the ocean.

The only place left that had Archmages.

Although they weren’t…[Archmages] as in, the class. ‘Archmage’ was a title that was given to the most senior and influential members of Wistram Academy, as opposed to the days of high magic when the class was actually in existence.

These days, Archmage just meant the head of a faction, a person with amazing power, but not someone capable of creating armies of Golems or raising islands from the sea. The ones currently at Wistram could do amazing things.

For instance, Archmage Viltach had, in his first hour of meeting Aaron Vanwell, levitated the young man up a hundred feet and carefully lowered him. Archmage Amerys had conjured a lightning bolt and hurled it across the sea, Archmage Nailihuaile had given him boots to walk on water, and Archmage Feor had cast a spell showing him countless cities across the world so he could look and tell them he knew none of them.

But they were not [Archmages], so they were unhappy. Aaron’s arrival, the idea of Earth, and the knowledge there were more of his kind out there gave them great excitement.

For the age of magic might return again. Aaron was the first, and Wistram was sending its [Mages] all over the world with lists of names and orders to report any specific phrases or odd behavior they noticed.

‘America’, ‘Earth’, ‘electronics’, and so on. Then they would be brought here, to safety, and given lessons in magic while they shared the bounties of Earth’s knowledge to create something the likes of which neither world had ever seen.

That was the plan. Aaron had arrived by chance in the banquet hall in a flash of power, and Amerys had nearly hit him with a lightning bolt before they realized who he was. But now, they were going to find his peers and help them. It might take months, years, to locate them all—

“Aaron! We found one!”

“What? Already?”

…It hadn’t even been two weeks! Aaron raced out of the room where he’d been repairing his phone from the spell. They’d opened it up and linked it into a big spell, but he’d feared it had fried the electronics beyond a [Repair] spell. Plus, they’d gotten melted gemstones all over the screen protector, so he’d been carefully removing it.

The second Earther ever found by Wistram was a young woman in Noelictus. Her name was—

“Cara O’Sullivan, and we’re having a bit of trouble keeping her—”

“Let go of me! Help! Heeeelp! I’m being abducted!”

A screaming voice in the background of a [Scrying] spell. Archmage Feor was holding his head in his hand, avoiding looking directly at a screaming young woman trying to fight past six [Mages] using spells to keep her still.

“You abducted her, Magus Bebis?”

The man was panting, and as Aaron watched, a foot booted a [Mage] between the legs so hard the man went over, making a high-pitched sound. He saw a brown-haired young woman whirling, face alight with fury and fear—

“Well, yes, Archmage Feor! W-we were told it was urgent—”

“In broad daylight? Circumspect, Magus! We do not want to attract attention!”

“Ah—I may have not been communicated that part, Archmage. Mayhap—”

“[Sticky Webs]!”

Someone pointed a wand, and a web of white, magical webbing burst forth. It looked like the very idea of magic that Aaron had always envisioned, and the person in the scrying orb, Cara, dodged with a shout of panic.

It still got her legs, and she tried to drag herself away, but the webs were anchoring her to the floor of the Mage’s Guild. They were trying to get her out of sight, but she was putting up a hell of a fight.

“Stall the Watch. Make any excuse you need and Wistram will ratify it, but do not let this incident reach the crown. How many people observed her abduction?”

“An—entire street, Archmage?”

Feor was a half-Elf, his hair shining white, and the power of magic clung to him like a veil. He had bright, blue-silver eyes, and he was oldest and calmest of the Archmages. Right now, he closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose.

“Then Wistram has just become involved in a kidnapping. Questions will arise especially if she has made contact with anyone here. You have denigrated the Academy to the level of—of Roshal, Magus Bebis. Do not let her run, but take no more actions on Wistram’s authority! This must be addressed delicately.”

Bebis turned white and stuttered apologies as Feor looked around, annoyed.

“I must convene the other Archmages for unity’s sake. Aaron, stay here.”

“Are you going to bring her to Wistram?”

“Ideally, but the perception we are kidnapping someone must be dispelled. And the methods—a ratifying statement to all Mage’s Guilds about protocol. [Message] to Nailihuaile. One moment, Aaron.”

Feor put two fingers to his temples, and his eyes glowed as he sent a magical message to his comrades. Aaron danced from foot to foot. There she was! And he realized he could hear her.

“Heeelp! Someone help! I’m being—”

“Would you shut her up?”

Bebis shouted. The Mage’s Guild had been emptied of people for this, but he really wasn’t making himself look better. Aaron turned to Feor.

“Did you have to abduct her? Why didn’t you just say she was from Earth?”

The half-Elf made a face as he mouthed silently to the air, the universal expression for ‘I work with idiots’ and ‘I’m on a call’. But to Aaron’s surprise, Bebis shouted.

“I’m so sorry, sir! I thought it was a matter of urgency to get her out of the public eye, and one of my people was overzealous—”

Then, Aaron realized that it wasn’t just Feor being heard, and his eyes widened. He began shouting.

“Wait. Can you hear me? Cara? Is your name Cara? I’m Aaron? Blackmage! Wait, are you batman? Are you strider? Wait—”

He realized she might not know him from the call at all, but Cara instantly froze. She finally spotted the [Scrying] spell, and then she and Aaron locked eyes. Cara went still.

What she saw, in the scrying orb, was a young man with dark skin and dreadlocks waving a half-disassembled phone around, standing next to a tall half-Elf who looked like he came out of a movie where Hogwarts met Lord of the Rings.

Her eyes went wide, and she stopped swinging a chair around to keep the [Mages] at bay.

“Oh fuck.”

Cara whispered. Aaron beamed—and then a [Mage] shot Cara in the head.

“[Sleep]! Got her! I got—”

Cara fell over backwards as the celebrating [Mages] high-fived—then turned to see Archmage Feor and Aaron glaring at them out of the scrying orb. It was only then that Magus Bebis realized he might not be making Guildmaster this week after all.

——

Cara still felt like she was sleeping after she woke up. But perhaps that was the whiplash from being abducted off the streets to fighting off a bunch of [Mages]—then realizing she had met with ‘Blackmage’ and waking up to a very apologetic Guildmaster informing her that she was not a prisoner.

In fact, the Mage’s Guild in Menorome would be extremely obliged if she would tell the nice Watchmen that she was not being abducted, this was all a misunderstanding, and if she liked, they had a scrying orb set up with a direct link to Wistram.

Someone intelligent had taken over in the time she’d been passed out, and so Cara found a bunch of drinks and food in the room she peeked into, and a key she could use to lock anyone else out. The [Mages] were all standing out of her way, and the Watch had been persuaded to wait for her to assure them this was a misunderstanding.

“If you would oblige us, we would like to sort this out amicably, Miss. Our [Mages] are idiots. Centrists, the lot of them. We would only like to speak, and you may have that on truth spell if you like.”

The person who spoke to her was an ‘Archmage Viltach’, who had apparently been responsible for this outpouring of sense. He certainly seemed to have enough authority to persuade a bunch of people that Cara being lifted off the streets was a mistake.

However, Cara’s main concern was…Elena. But when she ran back to check on the stall, the Helpful Servant there informed her Elena had come back early and been sent off.

At least she had the reservation. By the time Cara had gone for a walk and decided she had to speak to the mages, a third Archmage had appeared.

“—Terandrians. If she doesn’t want to come, Aaron, don’t force it. But do get the questions I underlined, here, and, oh, tell her we’ll be in touch, but try not to say it like you’re some two-bit villain from a storybook? I wanted to catch a glimpse of her myself. Let us know if she appears.”

“Yes, Archmage Nailihuaile. Where are the Archmages?”

“Shouting at the Mage’s Guilds so this doesn’t happen again. Amerys…well, she’s troublesome. We’re keeping her out of the loop. Just—oh, look at that!”

Cara entered the room and blinked as the strangest being yet appeared in the crystal orb.

Archmage Viltach was Human, apparently. Archmage Feor was a half-Elf, like Rolare. But Archmage Nailihuaile was…a Lamia.

Her lower body was a snake’s tail, her upper body a snake crossed with humanoid features. She had white-rose scales and humanoid arms, but there was a pattern of glowing scales on her arms and along her back that shone blue and purple and yellow.

She looked like magic, and she held a huge, long stave in one hand that had a tipped gemstone head. It was written with countless sigils, and the air seemed to move with her whenever it shifted.

“Ah. Here’s our first new Earther. Aaron, I’ll leave this to you. Hello!”

Her teeth were very sharp, and she had a lot of them. Cara froze, lifted a hand—and the Lamia slithered to the side as Aaron sat up. He looked like he’d been in the armchair a while, but he shot to his feet the moment he saw her.

“Cara! Are you alright? They told me you were okay, but you ran off! I’m Aaron! I mean, ‘Blackmage’! Do we know each other from the call?”

He was…interesting. Aaron was clearly American; he had an east coast accent, and he’d struck her that way from the call, too. He was energetic, visibly excited, and so genuinely happy that Cara’s apprehensions were challenged.

“Uh—hello! I’m not from your call-text thing.”

“Oh—but you saw it?”

“Yep. I was too busy to join in, but I saw it during and after.”

“That’s great! Then that means it reached all the iPhones, at least.”

Aaron fumbled with the device to show her. Cara’s mind was spinning, but Aaron continued.

“I wanted to do all phones, but it doesn’t work like that. The [Mages], I mean, Archmages just cast a kind of resonance spell. They don’t understand how the technology works at all. They essentially made every iPhone resonate, so I was actually just talking to myself—you all just saw the results in real-time! It was a heck of a spell. All four had to link to do it, and they had nearly two hundred [Mages] join in to maintain it! Let alone the magical power to cast it!”

“That many? Wait, so were you actually being hacked?”

He shrugged, talking faster, brushing at his hair.

“Apparently they think someone in Chandrar was trying to find people, but they couldn’t be sure. It’s sort of like hacking, but it’s more magical. You’re in Terandria, right? Noelictus? M-Menorome? That’s what the notes say. They said your coordinates matched roughly where the resonance was picked up, but they couldn’t do a worldwide scan. The world’s apparently flat, by the way.”

“Wh—slow down. What are you talking about? So you were finding where we were?”

“Yeah! So we could pick you up or rescue you! They were worried about the ones in Izril who got attacked. They think it was Crelers. Monsters. There are monsters, and so—”

“Stop!”

She had to shout. Cara’s head was exploding. Aaron halted, mouth open, and he looked at her. She looked back, and he was excited, happy to see someone from Earth—only then did Aaron’s mouth close and his smile grow uncertain.

“You look—it’s great to meet you, Cara. Sorry. I was rambling because—is everything alright? Did that spell hurt you? You look like you’ve had a bad time.”

What did he see? The unsmiling young woman she saw in the scrying orb? Worry? Guilt that made her look older already? Scars? Dead bodies trailing behind her?

She didn’t feel like the young man who thought he was in a fantasy adventure story. Cara whispered as she bent down to the scrying orb.

“Let’s…start from the beginning. Please? Call me Cara. I’m from the United Kingdom. I got here a few weeks back. I’ve been in Menorome most of the time—some Gnolls gave me a ride to the city. Where are you? What do you know?”

She would have loved to tell him the truth. Well, not loved, but she wished she could have. Yet nothing—nothing put her guard up more than how Wistram had behaved. Spying on us? Aaron didn’t notice her walls go up. He just smiled.

“Sure. Call me ‘Blackmage’ if you want.”

“No. I don’t think I will.”

“Oh.”

——

[BlackMage] – This is so cool. Are you reading my [Message] scroll they gave you? It should be encrypted.

[Humble Actor] – Encrypted encrypted?

[BlackMage] – Er, sort of. It’s all their magical version of things.

[Humble Actor] – Right.

[BlackMage] – Please don’t tell anyone about us! I mean, Wistram, Earth—it’s super secret stuff. And, uh—don’t tell them you got kidnapped. That wasn’t supposed to happen. Feor’s super mad about it.

[Humble Actor] – Right, but you are tracking us.

[BlackMage] – They’re trying to find everyone in case that Kent Scott guy gets them!

[Humble Actor] – I get it. How’re you?

[BlackMage] – Good! They’re super hospitable—this is like Hogwarts, Cara.

[Humble Actor] – HUMBLE ACTOR. You said it wasn’t a perfect encryption.

[BlackMage] – Sorry. They’re great. They’ve been showing me magic, and I want to learn it—oh, and we have this huge Golem lady who’s sentient! Cognita Truestone. She’s, like, old magic.

[Humble Actor] – Whoa. So there is old magic? Any ghosts?

[BlackMage] – Nah. I asked too, but ghosts are even more old school than that. Dragons, ghosts, mythical stuff. They don’t even have Elves, just half-Elves.

[Humble Actor] – Weird.

[BlackMage] – Yeah.

[BlackMage] – So…

[BlackMage] – They can get you on a ship. It’s very safe, they said. And then you’ll be here within a month. Weeks, probably, but a month at the latest. You don’t have to go with that other guy. They’ll send smart people.

[Humble Actor] – I don’t want to go to Wistram. I don’t even know where it is.

[BlackMage] – Uh—let me ask for a map.

[BlackMage] – Did you get it?

[Humble Actor] – Someone came in to hand it. It’s in the middle of the ocean?

[BlackMage] – Wild, right? It’s in this giant weather-bubble that’s always warm even if a hurricane is right on it. ‘It’s always sunny in Wistram’.

[Humble Actor] – That’s a stupid saying. Did you make it up? It sounds like ‘it’s always sunny in Philadelphia.’

[BlackMage] – Hey, I’m from Philadelphia! Where are you from?

[Humble Actor] – UK. Ireland.

[BlackMage] – Wow, and they found you right away! Luck of the Irish?

[Humble Actor] – Never write that again. I don’t want to go, Aaron. Not just because I got kidnapped off the street.

[BlackMage] – But why?

[Humble Actor] – I want to perform at this theatre I’m at. I’m an [Actor]. And I sing. I want to make a name over here as a pop star.

[BlackMage] – You serious?

[Humble Actor] – Very. It’s my ambition in life. There’s a local theatre called the Synphasia. I was an actor on stage back home. What were you?

[BlackMage] – Uh, I messed around with computers and electronics. I was going to get into college on a scholarship. Wait, what year were you in?

[Humble Actor] – 2018. But let’s clear up one thing. If I don’t want to go, will they make me?

[BlackMage] – I don’t think so. But it’s safer here. You saw what happened to one group?

[Humble Actor] – Yes. But I want to perform. Can you/will you convince them to let me stay?

[BlackMage] – I promise I can talk to them. They’re nice people. In fact, one of them’s around—they’re not reading this! I’ll ask.

[Humble Actor] – Okay.

[Humble Actor] – Have you met anyone else? Did you find out more about what’s going on?

[Humble Actor] – What’s Wistram want to do with us when we get there?

[BlackMage] – Sorry! That was Archmage Nailihuaile. There’s factions, and she leads the Revivalists. She’s a Star Lamia from Baleros, a jungle continent. So…it’s okay? For now. They know they messed up, and they want us to keep chatting. Plus, she’s interested in what you talked about. Singing? We haven’t concretely found anyone, but there are lots of leads, and we just want to gather up everyone and learn what’s going on and stuff from Earth.

[Humble Actor] – Oh, all the stuff from Earth. Okay.

[BlackMage] – Don’t worry. I’m not an idiot :)

[Humble Actor] – Of course not. I want to sing. Tell you what, if my career takes off, I’d go to Wistram, but there’s a theatre here. Have you heard of, uh, recording crystals?

[BlackMage] – She’s laughing.

[Humble Actor] – Who is?

[BlackMage] – Archmage Naili. I was explaining how we record things, but apparently your crystals ‘are as valuable as Centaur shit’. Her words, not mine.

[Humble Actor] – They’re expensive but hard to make. But if I could record some songs from home

[BlackMage] – THIS IS SO SMART

[Humble Actor] – I could sell them. It needs to be cheap and easier to make, and they said only Wistram

[BlackMage] – I’M TELLING HER

[Humble Actor] – I can see you get the idea.

[BlackMage] – SHE’S FREAKING OUT.

[Humble Actor] – Please stop writing in caps lock.

[BlackMage] – Naili’s totally on board! She says she can make a better crystal…you just have to sit in front of a scrying orb and sing so she can see how hard it is. Uh, how good are you at singing?

[Humble Actor] – Good enough to audition for a musical. I think I can do okay. Thank you. That’s huge.

[BlackMage] – We’re here to help. I’m here. You need gold? Anything? They could find you a room.

[Humble Actor] – No, I’ve actually got a room. Hey, listen, thanks for understanding. I’ll be at the Synphasia, and they can find me, and I’ll have this scroll, but it would be cool to visit Wistram after being someone, you know?

[BlackMage] – Totally get it. And the Archmages really like the idea of you selling songs, especially if ours are good. Naili does, anyways, so you’ve got her vote. You can always come after being famous there. Although is Noelictus safe? She says it’s got tons of undead. Really?

[Humble Actor] – It’s—something. But I have to go. I have work.

[BlackMage] – Whoa. Seriously? Some things never change.

[Humble Actor] – Thanks again, I’ll write you tonight.

[BlackMage] – You bet. Cara? It’s great to meet you. I’ll write down some questions I think of—by the way, Trump really got elected?

[Humble Actor] – Your country. Yep.

[BlackMage] – Fuck.

[Humble Actor] – Haha. I’ll catch you up when I’m free. Don’t stay up or anything.

[BlackMage] – You kidding? It’s great to talk to someone. I was afraid I was alone.

[Humble Actor] – So was I.

That was the truest thing she wrote. And then she saw something appear, just for a second.

[BlackMage] – Cara? Ghosts do exist. I think I saw one. It’s wild.

Then he covered that with ink so the words vanished. And she sat there a second. She had met friends, strange people, but in Aaron she found her first unequivocal ally. But he knew nothing of Noelictus. Wistram knew so little of Noelictus. For one thing—they thought ghosts were all gone.

——

Her head was spinning the next morning after her ‘call’ with Aaron.

There were more of her people out there. Cara had never felt like she had a people before. She was a theatre kid, an aspiring performer, and she had her own culture and heritage.

But this? This was the strongest feeling yet.

We are people from Earth, far from home in another world. Who else—where are they? I landed in a crypt. I have to find more. Help them.

Then she thought of Elena and ran to the Helpful Servant stall—but Elena was still gone. Had she taken this job because she needed income? Or had someone found a phone? Mugged someone for it?

There were ten thousand ways you could get hurt or in trouble in a city. In the wilds or in a crypt like Cara had landed?

We’re scattered. How many of us are there? How many will survive?

And…they were being hunted. By Wistram and ‘Kent Scott’. Who did they trust? Seraphel had said that her own kingdom would like to acquire Cara.

“Stop it. That’s huge picture stuff. Too big for you. They think I’m interested in being a celebrity. That works. That…should I have told them about Afiele?”

Would it have helped? Somehow, Cara doubted it. Wistram was interested in her, not Culin or Sasi. And the ghosts. Aaron had erased that part of his message.

No. Cara didn’t trust authority in general, and an island of mages whose first action was to kidnap her, well-communicated or not, wasn’t adding to that.

But she’d take their help. Cara was striding back through the streets of Menorome in the morning, and it was the thin, fall light of Noelictus.

A bare curtain of sunlight before dusk and the long night. In the day, Menorome looked almost empty. People were asleep, the candles extinguished. The city’s dark stone and pale streets looked like a literal city built by ghosts or the dead.

It was silent, too. Only the occasional clip-clop of horses’ hooves in the distance or the sound of something rolling through the streets permeated the air. Essential workers. People in transit, Hunters, deliveries of goods. Oh, and occasionally, the meow of a cat. Cara saw five of them, black as her sins, perching on a windowsill overhead and staring at her.

She waved, and they fled. Cara inhaled the air, and it didn’t stink unless she passed by the sewers. It smelled of candle wax and, oddly, chalk, dry scents, mingled with the odor of a city that burned so much fuel. Soon, this city would wake. For now, it was sleeping.

It made Cara feel alone. Feel as though she should go back to Afiele and beg to be allowed to remain. Culin and Sasi…they were just kids.

But Cara had nothing to offer Afiele but her voice, and it was thin and untrained. She had unleashed a calamity. If she went back at all, it should be with more gold than she could carry. Not enough to bring back the dead; that was impossible. But enough to at least help.

That was why the Synphasia, sitting like some round, worn-down Giant with a frayed dress of paint and old fresco of art, called to her. Here, she could showcase her talents. Make her mark.

It looked so shabby by day, but inside on that stage, she felt taller, more vibrant. It deserved plays, wild entertainment. Or a star.

Rolare was the only person the Synphasia could boast of. For now. Cara strode around the shuttered front, towards the back entrances, and slowed as she realized someone else was up.

Most of Menorome was nocturnal. Only people still used to the sun, foreigners, were up. Only they were bothered by the constant lack of daylight.

Yoitha was asleep, probably because her hammering tended to wake people up, so she had little to do. But someone else was standing in the small courtyard surrounded by a run-down wall where the performers could relax.

Black ivy twined over old stones. There were little stones everywhere, but someone had cleared them in a vast circle, meticulously swept them away to make ten feet of space in every direction. The wind would blow the detritus back by nightfall.

But the half-Elf didn’t care. Cara halted, in the deathly silence of Menorome, and saw Rolare practicing by morning.

But not the violin. She had seen him working on his string day and night, as if it were an impediment to any proper performance or practice. Yet it occurred to Cara she really didn’t know who Rolare was.

He had just shown up, to hear it from the other performers, and impressed Joeired so much he’d been given the best slot at once. Until his string broke, he had been a temperamental star who’d helped put the Synphasia back on its feet.

A blond-haired half-Elf who looked, naturally, like someone out of a movie. He could do with his nature what Cara had to do with makeup and lighting, poise and practice. She half-hoped that by daylight she’d see some flaw that revealed his mortality to her. Not that she’d heard him play, but everyone treated him like he was a true talent.

Unfortunately, if she was hoping for some chink in his façade, her encounter with him by daylight only did the opposite. Rolare lifted one arm, and it rose, sweat running down his skin as he wiped at his brow—before taking a stance with both hands holding a sword.

A sword? Cara saw the half-Elf had a longsword, one of those ones with only one edge. It wasn’t curved, but it definitely looked different from a [Knight]’s sword like Dalimont and the Thronebearers had carried. It was an artful blade, and it looked old and worn, ancient steel or maybe a more magical metal.

But when he held it up in the pale sunlight, it shone, and he held it perfectly still in the air, both hands angling it forwards like a flat, horizontal line. He held it over his shoulder for…minutes.

Cara stared and waited for him to move, but he just held his position, and she couldn’t see the sword wobbling.

That had to take some muscle to do. It reminded her of yoga, and she knew how hard it was to achieve some poses. Not a tremble.

Oh, and he was shirtless and only had his leggings on, so she could see he had muscles. An annoying amount of them.

Is he a cliché or are all half-Elves like him? Cara began to get annoyed by Rolare. Musician and swordsman? Well, he couldn’t be that g—

Rolare finally moved. He pivoted forwards in a thrust, the sword moving smoothly forwards in a straight line.

It was uncanny. Cara saw the sword move. She saw him step—and it seemed like a single lunge carried him ten feet across. The sword cut a line straight through the air, and she swore she felt a breeze.

He didn’t wobble as he went. It looked like something you’d see out of a dance. It was controlled, not the wild slashing Cara had done with a fake sword when she performed run around as a girl with other kids. She’d seen fake sword fights on stage.

This looked better. It looked like if someone had been standing in front of Rolare, that sword would have run them through in a blink of an eye. The half-Elf paused, sword extended, then stepped back. He walked back to the center of the cleared space, lifted the sword over his head and even behind it, like someone lifting a sledgehammer for a strike. Then he paused.

His eyes were focused in front of him, so much so that he didn’t see anything, not Cara, not a few white-and-black pigeons staring at him. He only saw some invisible target, and he waited, as if trying to figure out just how to move.

When he did—he cut down vertically in another step until he was kneeling, a moment, a slice that would have cut…some imaginary target. And again, it was beautiful. It looked like a parabola, the path his blade made through the sky. It only wobbled once, near the end, to avoid hitting a piece of stone that had been knocked into his training area.

The blade rested against the ground, the edge almost kissing it, then Rolare stood and made a sound of disgust.

“How embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing?”

The half-Elf jumped. He spun, saw Cara, and immediately went for his shirt. Not his sword. The half-Elf flushed.

“Miss Sullivan. What are you doing awake?”

“I was out checking on something. That was incredible.”

He tossed his shirt on, ignoring the sweat, looking highly flustered. Even embarrassed.

“Bah. Please tell no one you saw it. I detest audiences, and the one I have ruins my focus already. In fact, let’s pretend we never met.”

Audience I have? Cara looked around and realized he meant the pigeons. She smiled, thinking it was a joke…until she saw his annoyed glower.

“Do you practice swordsmanship? I mean, are you a…[Warrior]?”

She corrected herself, realizing she’d said it oddly for a native of this world. But to her surprise, Rolare looked annoyed.

“A [Warrior]? Hardly. I am no swordsman. Merely a passionate hobbyist. And you caught me in an embarrassing display.”

“What?”

“Completely inept. That strike. That stone threw me off.”

He jerked his head, still red-cheeked. Cara stared at him.

“It looked good until that part.”

“If a song has a missing note even at the end, is it a worthy song? I should have accounted for the stone. But Menorome changes so fast. Days pass by so slowly. Animals run amok. There’s no consistency in Human—in cities in general. I tire of it, truly.”

He looked around, as if the world moved too fast for his liking. Cara had observed how he ate, and she recalled someone telling her about half-Elves and their odd, long lives.

“Well, you seem to practice perfection in everything you do.”

Rolare was clearly done for the morning. He sheathed his blade and strode back to the theatre. As he did, he raised his brows at her and shook his head slightly.

“The blade and the violin are both arts. Shouldn’t we have some standards? As I said, I would be embarrassed to show an audience less. But I suppose those without my long life have to compromise.”

Well. Cara stared at Rolare and decided it was well the other performers couldn’t hear him. Herself, she just shrugged.

“If you can’t play a violin for two weeks straight, I’d take imperfection any day.”

Rolare’s back stiffened on his way into the Synphasia, and he entered without a word. Cara blew a noisy kiss at his back—then decided she had better get ready for tonight as well. A wise choice, too.

It was an eventful night.

——

Two major things happened that night. The first was that Cara dyed her hair.

Or rather, she was given an option. Dye her hair or quit.

When you put it like that…she stared at the dyes that Joeired had produced and had mixed into hair samples. One was a neon green. Another, fuschia pink. There was a deep, ruby red, a wild, blazing blue…

“I have to choose between these colors? They’re all garish.”

“That one is garish. The others are all just eye-catching. Choose your color and be quick if you want first pick. Each one of you dyes your hair a different color. No overlaps.”

The Stitch-man pointed at the neon-green. The dismayed performers stared at him as he pointed around.

“Wh—all of us?”

One of the [Tumblers] complained. Joeired glared.

“Everyone but Yoitha and Rolare! I should have had this done ages ago. None of you stand out. And even if you have promise—”

His eyes lingered on Cara a second.

“—you’re boring. Banal. Since I can’t have you change cloth like my people, your hair will do.”

Cara got what Joeired was doing. She tuned out the loud complaints as she studied the hair dyes. She wasn’t even that opposed to the idea, though she complained for solidarity’s sake.

An image. Brown-haired Cara without her Earth-style clothing was sort of boring. Then again, she wondered if she could pull off—

Cara almost had the red dye when someone snatched it.

“I’ll be red. That’s a royal color. Like a [Princess] performing.”

“Hey! I want—”

Realizing there was no talking Joeired down, the other performers scrambled for the dyes. Cara had to grab, and she chose—

“Pink?”

Rolare snorted as he saw Cara pull the pink dye out. Joeired just shrugged.

“It’s better than red, perhaps. Original for our singer. Who got the green?”

The new [Knife Juggler] who had replaced Andex had gotten the neon-green. He looked glumly as the others cheered or groaned. Cara waved the dye at Joeired, frowning.

“How do I apply this? Do I need to bleach my hair white? And how long does it last?”

The Stitch-man gave her an arch look as the other performers looked confused.

“Ah, you know something about dyes. Fear not. Just wash your hair in water with the dye. It will last at least two weeks, though we may need to touch up your roots.”

“You don’t need to lighten the hair first?”

Cara was astounded and suspicious. Hair dying on Earth required a process of many steps, including turning darker hairs white so they could showcase a dye properly. But it seemed Joeired had his means.

“I have dyed more hair than you can dream of. Go. I don’t want to see any of you until you have a new head of hair! And get ready for a stellar performance tonight! Rolare, you must perform.”

“Why?”

Joeired licked his lips as he turned to the half-Elf.

“I believe His Majesty of Avel may be arriving via the Nighttrain. In which case, you must impress him. Avel’s court could destroy our reputation—or lift it into new heights! We might get an appearance at the royal court once more!”

Cara’s ears perked up, but Rolare just turned his head.

“I’m sure His Majesty of Avel would care to hear only fine music or none at all.”

Joeired pulled at his hair, almost screaming.

“If he appears and you do not play—I will fire you!”

“You will do what you must! I have hopes, Joeired. My string is almost satisfactory. We may all be so lucky, tonight.”

Cara just shook her head as she walked off to her rooms. He still hadn’t gotten that new string. Frankly, at this point she was beginning to wonder if this was all some kind of elaborate trick and Rolare didn’t play at all and he and Joeired just claimed he was a genius.

——

That night, Cara received a shock as she was warming up backstage. She was singing in one of the rooms, warming up her vocal cords, when someone stormed in.

“Cara! There’s royalty in the theatre!”

“The King of Avel? Someone was saying he’s crazy.”

Yoitha Sterngest pushed the door open excitedly, all dressed up with her hair and beard braided, wearing shiny armor like some juggling Valkyrie.

“No, not just him! A [Princess] of Calanfer!”

Cara’s hands tightened on the sheet music she’d written for herself. She turned.

“Seraphel? Is that her name?”

“Er—yes! Princess Seraphel du Marquin, I think. The Cursed Princess herself! But hey, we’re not marrying her, eh? This is our chance! Only—that idiot, Rolare! Joeired keeps trying to get him to play. He said he was ready, but he’s gotten cold feet—twice! The King of Avel’s not happy. He looks like he might leave before he gets to you.”

“Oh, fuck.”

Cara groaned. Then she wondered why Seraphel was here. Had she heard about Cara? The new posters didn’t have her face up…but it was a huge coincidence.

I’ve got to perform. Show her I’m doing something. I missed her.

Cara wondered if Culin and Sasi were okay. She had to ask—after she went on stage. Yoitha looked over her shoulder as Joeired’s familiar, obsequious tones floated back towards them.

“He’s calling me up. I’ve got to go! Wish me—well, I’ll try not to chase them off! Cara, you have to swing this for us, or the Synphasia will go under if they’re both upset. No pressure!”

“Thanks.”

Cara went back to preparing for her act—and realized Yoitha had done her a huge disservice. Because when she realized Seraphel might be in the audience, Cara forgot her new routine.

It hadn’t happened to her since she was a kid! Stage fright? Cara rubbed at her face, cursed—and then leapt to her feet as she paced around.

“No! Wait, wait…just let’s make sure this works. [Lesser Illusion]! One, two, and…”

Her song, Tokyo, began to play, and Cara traced the steps of her new routine in her room. She strutted along, holding the parasol just right for the shower of water—

“There we go.”

Nerves settled. Cara exhaled, knowing she’d nail it on stage. She smiled; even performing for a friend wouldn’t mess her up. She was beaming—right up until she saw Joeired’s horrified face.

The [Manager] had come backstage to check on his best, guaranteed act. He was giving Cara a look of pure horror now, and she checked her costume and hair, thinking she’d messed up the dye. But when she stared into the mirror, she saw a vibrant pink performer staring back, hair straightened and long.

“Joeired, what—?”

“What have you done? Did you just—did you just use your Skill? Minutes before you’re on-stage?”

He whispered at her. Cara blinked, gave Joeired a confused look, then realized what he meant.

“What? [Lesser Illusion]? That’s how I make my sound. Don’t worry about it. It—”

“It’s a Skill! You fool! What’s the cooldown? Five minutes? Ten?”

He was clawing at his face in horror. Then Cara felt her heat sinking.

“Cooldown?”

She vaguely recalled something like that, but it sounded like a video game term, and Cara didn’t know—

“You can’t re-use Skills right away! You idiot! Have you never—what’s the cooldown? Have you been activating it the entire performance? Have you never had a Skill that needs to recharge?”

He began shrieking at her. Then Cara realized—she’d never practiced backstage before. So she had no idea if her Skill would return in the few minutes before she had to perform. And if the ability that let her conjure her stage effects—and the music—was gone—

Oh no.

Cara felt a building panic set on her as well. This was a disaster. And at the worst time! Joeired was staring at the stage where Cara could hear more performers from backstage.

“Rolare’s out there, but he’s still working on the string. If you and he—we have to let him buy time. Yoitha’s after him, then—we’re almost out of acts! Thirty minutes. If we could have thirty minutes…stay there!”

He said that as he ran off, but Cara was in full emergency-mode. She tried, knowing it was fruitless, to prove Joeired wrong.

“[Lesser Illusion]. Play Tokyo. [Lesser Illusion]—oh shit tits.”

She began swearing in Gaeilge. Her stomach, which had been steady despite knowing Seraphel was out there, began to have those butterflies of pure panic she got when she knew a performance was going to go bad.

Don’t sweat. Don’t throw up. If you have to—this is your fault. Go out there and hit them with pure acapella. What can I sing without…

She couldn’t think. Cara realized she’d followed Joeired to the hallway that led behind the curtain. Now, she could hear him whispering to Yoitha.

“Stall! Stall as long as—is Rolare out there?”

The crowd was restless. It seemed like a packed theatre right now, probably due to the royalty, and in fact, Cara swore she heard someone loud and impatient shouting at Rolare, who was on-stage with his damn violin.

“Is he going to play or not?”

That must be the King of Avel. There were titters—then Rolare’s steady voice.

“I will play if I am ready. I am not. If you interrupt me, I will not play at all.”

That bastard had amazing stage presence. Despite wasting everyone’s time for over a week, he refused to get ruffled even with thousands of eyes on him. Right now, Cara needed some of that.

“Your Skill’s no good? Cara!”

“I know! Just—twenty-five minutes?”

They had to pray Yoitha could buy them that. Now, Joeired’s face was a mask of fear, and Cara listened to Yoitha going up as she tried to think of a new lineup and act.

“Tell me you know songs you can sing without your music.”

“How about—Hello? I just need to project.”

“You’ll stand there and sing?”

“I could do a bit of emoting, but I don’t have a routine.”

“Sing it! Show me—”

They were running through emergency songs, plotting a routine in the corridor. But it was going to be bad. Cara knew it.

If she had to sing, what, four songs all acapella with no stage effects and new, unpolished choreography? Joeired was so desperate he searched the cast to see if anyone could learn a song or play something to help Cara out.

But no one save for Rolare was that musically good. Joeired came striding back to Cara.

“We can amplify your voice with [Loudness] spells. Fill the theatre. It seems you’ll get your wish after all, Cara. You’re a [Singer] tonight, and I hope Avel and Calanfer appreciate music alone.”

His face was almost white with fear, and Cara was beating herself up. If only she had music. [Lesser Illusion] had appeared for her and Violetta to make up for…

Her dying iPhone.

Wait a second. Cara yanked her iPhone out of her pocket as Yoitha’s performance ended to dead silence. The Dwarf came backstage, and Cara pulled the iPhone out…and stared at the glowing screen.

“Wait a second.”

She fumbled with it, and music began to play.

Tokyo.

Joeired’s eyes went round. He stared at the smartphone.

“That song. You have an artifact?”

Rolare was still working on his violin, but he turned, frowning at the odd, tinny music coming from the smartphone’s speakers. Cara felt her heart leap.

“N—yes! You said you had loudness spells? Put it on this. Can you do that?”

He snatched the smartphone from her.

“You had a backup and you didn’t tell me—we can! Yoitha, grab this! I’ll get the spells! I need time!”

The audience was waiting for her. Cara cursed—dashed to Yoitha, and shoved the phone in her face.

“Yoitha! Play Tokyo! And then—”

“What’s this? What’s going on?”

Yoitha stared as Cara tried to show her how to manipulate the smartphone. Her eyes were wide with confusion, having never seen something like Cara’s smartphone. The Dwarf alternated between staring at the screen and the phone itself.

“It’s made of…glass? No, something else. It’s well-made. Wait, what is the metal? Serraleun? That’s poisonous. No one but Dwarves and Fraerlings know how to make it, I thought! Dullahans? Is there…trace gold in here? Nickel—”

“Yoitha!”

She had to go on stage. The Dwarf snapped out of it as Joeired rushed back with magical stones. He bent over the smartphone, whisper-screaming with Yoitha about timing. Then he turned to Cara.

“Five minutes. We need five minutes!”

So—Cara looked at Yoitha, Joeired, and Rolare, who was rolling his eyes but plucking at his strings. He raised a hand.

“I might be able to cover with something lesser if this is a true—”

“Shut up! You had your chance. Cara, go!”

And so Cara went on stage to do the most theatrical thing yet—stall for time.

——

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am Cara, a [Singer]! I hope you enjoy my humble performance. I apologize for the interruptions tonight.”

She stood on stage in her colorful costume, bare to her shoulder but with patterned white gloves to accompany her hair, boots adding to her height, face lightly covered with makeup to cover her sweat.

A thousand faces were staring down at her, expectant, bored, and the royal booth was filled with people. One was loudly complaining—the other sitting still. A red-haired woman with a tiara was just visible for Cara in the too-dark audience. She couldn’t pick out Seraphel’s features, but she was there.

Cara recognized the shine of the Thronebearer’s armor. She projected her voice, speaking into the magical stone so her words carried across the stage.

Behind the curtain—she could hear Yoitha and Joeired screaming at each other.

“Play the song! I’ll attach it after—why is it black? You broke it!”

“No, I didn’t! I—wait a second, what are these numbers?”

“She told you—put the numbers in! 2264!”

“What’s an ‘emergency call’? This is an emergency—”

“You idiot, get the music ready!”

If this didn’t work, she would be embarrassed in front of everyone. But Cara could only stall, so she called out to the audience.

“I regret that my music isn’t ready. Give me just five minutes, and it will be ready. Again, I apologize for—”

“What a waste of time. Gaah! Who suggested this? It’s definitely a curse—don’t kick me!”

A voice floated down from the royal booth. That had to be the King of Avel. Was he putting this down on Seraphel? Cara kept smiling, kept apologizing as the audience whispered, a sure sign of discontent, especially among Noelictus’ quieter folk.

But she was calm.

Not serene, but calm. The kind of wild calm you got in the eye of the storm. It was a feeling Cara sometimes had, of watching herself from a bird’s eye view. It had nothing to do with Skills or magical powers. It was just…the focus of a performer.

I am not me. I am watching myself. I will do this without music if I must.

But Cara knew her songs were better with. So she stood there as time passed at a crawl, like an infinity of the audience’s disapproval on her. She heard whispers, Yoitha’s frantic voice.

“Cara! One more minute! The spells aren’t working right! Get us—”

“I apologize, ladies and gentlemen. One minute. It’s almost ready.”

The audience began to actually murmur, now, and some people got up and began to leave. Cara couldn’t blame them, but her heart hurt. She kept smiling, apologetically, eyes flicking to the royal booth. If the King of Avel left, well, she’d take that as her responsibility. But Cara?

She just hoped Seraphel understood. She wanted to welcome the [Princess] here. After all. If she was here, Seraphel was soon to be wed.

They had both left Afiele, and Cara wanted to talk to the [Princess]. She had left in the dead of night last time. This time…

They were two very different people in different moments in life. But it was almost as if Seraphel was listening to Cara’s thoughts. Because…Cara saw the figure in the royal booth rise, and she feared Seraphel would leave. But her leaping heart stopped as Seraphel did something unexpected. And genius.

She started applauding.

For a moment, the murmurs stopped. The audience looked up, and the signal for an encore, unexpected, certainly undeserved, was faint in the huge Synphasia. Then the Thronebearers joined in, clapping and stomping their feet. Then, driven by peer pressure—

The audience joined in. The clapping began and became a storm, like some kind of strange ritual, an appeal, even a prayer.

Please, let us hear and see something entertaining tonight.

Cara added her own prayer to the god of theatre, if one existed. And she almost felt like someone was listening. But then—as she heard the applause dying down, she knew she had to do something. So it came to her. An idea, as Joeired hissed for another minute. Cara took a breath—and called out.

“Your Highness, we meet again!”

The figure in the booth paused as Cara called up to her. An idea was dawning. It was possible…all she had to do was loop it into what she knew. Crowdwork. She began speaking to the audience, and even the annoyed [King] sat up as Cara called out.

To Seraphel.

“I thought I wouldn’t see you for ages. Thank you for visiting my humble performance. I apologize for it all—but that you stayed—this song will be for you, Your Highness, Seraphel!”

She was speaking up to the entire audience of thousands of faces turned down to her—and to one woman. Truth. Cara closed her eyes.

“One song. I apologize that I can’t do more—but for the [Princess] of Calanfer, for strange meetings—I have been thinking of you, Your Highness. I wish we had talked longer. I’m happy to see you.”

And so saying—Cara began to sing. But at first, it was her words. Then they began to blend with the song.

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes. I know I haven’t been perfect—but give it some time. There’s not a single day goes by where you don’t cross my mind.”

It was organic. It was live. It was a confession mixed with honesty, and a dialogue that was pure stagecraft. The desperate whispers behind her went silent. Cara had no music. No accompaniment, but she didn’t need it.

She began swaying, first, then walking, moving subtly to the beat of the song, like a woman moving moment by moment, inch by inch, as if the silent drums were the pattern to each step and gesture.

And all the while, her eyes were focused on Seraphel. Cara was aware of the audience sitting back, listening, hearing a new kind of song for the first time. But they were also focused on the 4th Princess of Calanfer.

Cross My Mind. It was a kind of love song, and it fascinated even the King of Avel. It had no instrumentation accompanying her. She hadn’t practiced the song or footwork.

But it worked. Especially because it was a song that meant more to Seraphel and Cara. It had meaning, and those listening sensed it. When Cara was done, there was just one moment for her heartbeat to spike—then the audience began to applaud in earnest.

She saw, once more, Seraphel rise to her feet, and Cara bowed. She smiled up at the [Princess]—and she heard a whisper from behind her.

“Cara! We’re ready at any moment! Which song do you want?”

Yes! Cara raised the speaking stone to her mouth like a mic and realized she needed one so they could see her using it.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. That was—‘Cross My Mind’. A song for someone I’ve had the honor of knowing. I can continue. The next song, for travellers near and far, is ‘Oceans Away’.”

She was in sync with the backstage. She was ready to light the Synphasia on fire and burn it down. Cara’s heart was swelling with confidence and excitement.

So it was entirely appropriate that now was the moment when Rolare took the moment to push the curtains aside and step onstage. Cara saw him emerge, turned—

And Joeired dashed out, grabbed her arm, and practically yanked her offstage.

“Huh? What’s going—”

She almost shouted it into the speaking stone, but he plucked it from her grip, tossed it to Yoitha, and the half-Elf had brought out a stool to sit on. He had his violin ready, and he locked eyes with Cara as she passed.

Was that all?

His eyes, alone out of all the performers and audience, even Joeired himself, were not impressed with her impromptu song. He looked at her, almost disappointed. As if that performance were wanting.

As if she had somehow let down the actual song itself by singing it and earning that applause. And—she realized—he had come on stage because he had decided it was his time to play.

In that moment, Cara decided she hated him after all. Seraphel was there, and this was her moment! And he couldn’t let her wait a—he had to—

“What is he doing? I was ready to sing! I was—”

“Shut up! He’s decided his violin is ready or he wants to go. You’re not the main act. Get back!”

Joeired screamed silently at Cara—and she tensed in pure outrage. But she knew it was too late. The audience was calming, and now Rolare was putting his bow to his violin. If he didn’t perform—and if he didn’t blow everyone, her included, away, there was no salvaging this.

Part of her wanted him to fail or not perform. Cara was simmering. She was glaring at the violinist. One violin. Not a band. That touchy half-Elf was like a solo pianist at a concert hall, and some could be a one-person performance. But was that him? Had he written the songs himself? She doubted it. Then how good could he—

Rolare began to play, and time stopped. The instant he put a bow to the violin, Cara felt like something in her bones began to vibrate. He played a single note, and the audience went quiet. Cara’s last thought for a while was—

Oh.

Oh.

So that’s what perfection sounds like.

——

How could she describe it? During the moment, she was spellbound, and she forgot if she was breathing. She forgot her own performance, and it was just her, listening to Rolare. She didn’t even need to see him. The song drowned out the mortal world.

Afterwards…when the applause roared and they demanded an encore, afterwards, Cara tried to describe it to herself. No wonder Joeired put up with him. No wonder he was the main act, even despite her songs and Rolare’s pickiness and refusal to play.

But how could you describe it to someone who had never heard it? You could not just say Rolare was ‘good’. You had to…

Cara could only describe it like this: she had seen pieces of art in museums. She’d travelled to France, seen the Mona Lisa, done tourist-things in her time. You got to see ancient artwork by masters in Italy, frescos, statues, pieces hailed as timeless art.

But sometimes, the art was, uh—not to your taste. Sometimes you were in a bad mood or you were standing next to another annoying tourist chewing loudly and yakking to their friends. Art was a specific mood you needed to appreciate it.

But Rolare, the stage, was more than just a static piece. What made a performance of a play good was not just the material, the timeless works of, say, Shakespeare himself, but the knowledge that an entire cast was making the performance work.

If anything, seeing someone stumble a second, or save themselves, seeing the effort made the performance better. It was that feeling, the needle’s edge of uncertainty whether or not they would pull it off flawlessly that captivated.

Like a circus as well. When you saw a trapeze artist flying through the air, despite the net, you wondered if they would be caught or fall.

That was part of what Rolare had. It was the feeling of seeing one of Andex’s blades in the air. A spinning knife, gleaming as it rose. That was the mortal uncertainty.

The other half, which Cara could not copy, was the immortal. When he put his bow to the violin, you felt it. It was the sound a leg made when it kicked a football into the goal at the last second. It was the crack of a baseball bat hitting the home run in a game. It was the perfect throw, the moment of unconscious inspiration that everyone had felt just once.

But it was that feeling, captured across a song. As if someone had, over decades, honed each note, each microscopic movement so as never to lose that feeling, from start to finish, of unerring mastery.

That was how it was to hear Rolare play. And even then—he wasn’t perfect.

A single cough, from Joeired backstage, a wobble in one of the notes, didn’t take the audience out of it, but rather, enhanced the feeling Cara had.

Just a few more things and he would play so beautifully they would enshrine him forever in the halls of music back home. It’s impossible.

It was impossible. That was the thing. He had to have played this song a hundred thousand times. Obsessively. Some people practiced music for decades. But the same song? The same song, each time altering it bit by bit? Even shaving the violin strings, obsessively, to craft the perfect instrument for one song?

That was what scared her. And to Cara, that explained what half-Elves were. Dedicated to one idea. Like a man who would paint the same image until he did it right.

When it was done and he stood and the applause was thunderous—Rolare refused to play another song. And they might not realize it, but Cara did—she turned to Joeired.

“He only knows one song, doesn’t he?”

The Stitch-man had a distant look on his face, of relief, of the same wonder as hers, though he had probably heard this many times before.

“He knows three. But this is the only one he claims is good enough. You understand why I cannot put this to song crystal and they do not sell well?”

Of course. Cara nodded. You couldn’t capture this with a recording. Even on Earth…you lost something in the way music was compressed, sound was transferred and distorted for a speaker electronically.

Rolare had done it. He’d found something you couldn’t copy. He’d mastered a song that had two members of Terandrian royalty applauding him.

He was a genius indeed, a hard-worker, and the Synphasia’s star.

Cara hated and admired him.

He was now her rival.

——

No one went out to shake hands and be admired. Everyone just wanted to talk to Rolare. The backstage was silent as the actors cleaned up or just waited for the crowds to leave.

“Well. You’ve heard him. That’s why Joeired keeps Rolare around. I suppose we’ll stop having things thrown at us if he’s got his violin fixed. Sorry he messed up your act, Cara. I think he was nervous.”

The only person not as deeply affected by Rolare’s performance was Yoitha. Or rather, there was something off about her.

She seemed just as moved—but she had an odd analytical side to her. Nostalgic. It made Cara focus on her, and when the doors opened and Rolare came striding back in, still to applause, Yoitha was the only person who didn’t instantly speak to him in an admiring tone.

“My violin is satisfactory. For now. I will still hope those new strings arrive so I can mitigate any future issues. Ah, Cara. I apologize for taking your time, but the moment was then.”

The half-Elf was smiling, pleased with himself, and brushed at his hair. Cara gave him a long stare, then held out her hand.

“It was amazing. You are the best musician I’ve heard in my life, bar none.”

She meant every word of it. Yoitha rolled her eyes, but Rolare hesitated. He seemed surprised to hear it, but he accepted her hand and shook it gently. He had calluses, she realized, a rougher hand than she expected.

“You are overly kind. It could have been improved in the midsection. I almost dropped a note. I swore I heard someone cough as well. I may have to insist on silencing spells on the audience and backstage.”

Those comments did snap some of the other performers out of their admiration, and they glowered at him from the side. But Cara wasn’t minded to argue.

Yoitha—was. The Dwarf folded her arms.

“If you weren’t so nervous, you could have given Cara her due, then swept us all away. But I suppose you were afraid you’d lose whatever tuning was on that damn violin.”

The half-Elf’s smile flickered, and Cara blinked. Nervous? Rolare glanced down at Yoitha, then turned his head slightly.

“The King of Avel was in the audience. Would you have had me not perform? I was indeed ‘worried’ my strings would change. Besides. I had the privilege of performing for him now. His father and mother died too young for me to showcase my talents. It is my goal to perform before all living members of Terandrian royalty.”

Okay, that did make Cara raise her brows. Yoitha, though, just snorted.

“They died in their eighties.”

“Young. I thought I had at least twenty more years. As I said, it’s still not perfect, but for a return, it’s the bare minimum. You see, it’s the transition in the middle half where my bow is here to here—”

He was demonstrating a long movement that apparently was too slow to capture the perfect timing. Yoitha played along, giving him a glower.

“Oh, it’s disgusting. See how slow it is? I can’t believe you made us listen to that one half-second note in the entire performance.”

Rolare frowned at her.

“I am just acknowledging the faults.”

He studied his violin, hesitated, then looked sideways at Cara.

“—But it was the finest performance you have heard in your life.”

Again, Yoitha looked exasperated and tried to stomp on his foot, but Cara returned the half-Elf’s stare. She tried it once more.

“Honestly? Yes.”

He smiled, then.

“But I could do better.”

Ah, that was what he was like. Cara was thinking how to respond, but Yoitha had decided Cara’s moments of admiration were done and clapped her hands.

“Yes, go on and keep working, Rolare. It may be the best Cara’s heard, but only because Barelle isn’t here. If you’re so aware of your faults, go practice rather than sucking compliments out of those who haven’t heard you play that before. Perfection is a ways off, if you ever get there. Maybe a hundred more years.”

Now she was needling him. Cara grinned, and Rolare turned, puffing up a bit with outrage.

“Yoitha Sterngest, you seem determined to mock me despite your performance not even passing muster by the Synphasia’s low standards. I had the applause of royalty. How much better could I be?”

He clearly thought he was close to the limit, and Cara agreed, but here Yoitha’s eyes flashed, and she folded her arms, and her voice deepened to a growl.

“If you were truly perfect, the earth would have opened up as you played, Golems and elementals sprung to life from the music itself. Babes would have been born early to clap, and the birds themselves would fly down to listen and copy your song. Well…bats and owls in Menorome, I suppose. When you can do that, let me know.”

Rolare’s cheeks turned red as Cara laughed out loud. He snapped back.

“And you’ve heard that? Really? From whom?”

He was challenging her, and he would have gotten even Cara to back down after hearing him work. But Yoitha didn’t budge an inch, and it was the half-Elf who wavered as she replied.

“No. I’ve never heard that. But I know what true mastery is. You’re not there yet.”

They locked gazes—and then Rolare turned away abruptly.

“And I am tired once more. I believe I shall have a night on the town. Good day to you two.”

He strode off, and Cara exhaled. Yoitha made a few gestures at Rolare’s back, then turned to Cara.

“That’s why he gets to act like he does. But you don’t need to feed his ego, Cara. Everyone else does, even Joeired.”

“But it’s true he’s a genius. You don’t think he deserves a bit of an ego for that level of ability?”

Cara objected to Yoitha taking down Rolare a peg, enjoyable as it was to see. The Dwarf grimaced.

“Oh, aye, he’s more talented than anyone I’ve met with that violin. But look at how he struts!”

“So he’s a shitbag who’s a genius. They’re common in this industry. I respect him.”

Cara meant that too. Yoitha gave Cara a long, amused look.

“Well, you’re interesting. Neither crushed nor in awe of him. No wonder he’s threatened by you. Good on you!”

She slapped Cara on the back, and Cara nearly hit a wall. Yoitha caught her.

“Oops. Sorry. Say, did you know that [Princess]?”

Now that the spell was broken, all the cast turned to Cara, and Joeired himself came rushing over.

“Yes, what was that? You didn’t mention knowing the—we could have had her patronage! Cara, explain!”

For answer, Cara just held up her hands, backed up—and realized she needed to speak to Seraphel.

——

Seraphel du Marquin was due to be wed. She was unhappy, despite her rich mansion, and in a way, she proved Cara’s beliefs about those with power.

They weren’t better than anyone else. They weren’t happier or more free, especially in Seraphel’s case. They were just richer and could do more by virtue of their station.

So it was strange Cara thought of Seraphel as her only other friend in this city. They were both, in their way, in the wrong place.

“I would have liked to be with Culin and Sasi. But I fear they don’t need me. Certainly not for protection with the ghosts around.”

“What about to help raise them? Duchess Grishen isn’t a mother.”

“Neither am I. Though we’ll see when I’m wed. Cara, the ghosts were unhappy you left, but I understand. I felt pale and small compared to them. Especially Arteis.”

When they met, later, they caught up on things and even ended up singing together. It made Cara feel like she was doing it right, talking with Seraphel.

Talking…while being guilty she was not at Afiele. But as she explained to Seraphel, it was to a good reason.

“I didn’t know how good Rolare was, honestly. He hasn’t played until tonight due to his violin not being perfect. Now I hear him—I think I have a chance. I might not upstage him as the Synphasia’s best act, but there’s something I can do that he can’t.”

“Which is what?”

“Make popular, salable music. He’s an uncopyable act. But—have you ever heard of a ‘performance crystal’? That’s a stupid name. I’m thinking ‘song crystals’, and I think I might get a new version in a few days.”

Aaron had been good as his word, and the Mage’s Guild was working on a new prototype crystal to record music, straight from Wistram’s Archmages. Seraphel clapped her hands together, and her eyes lit up at the idea.

“Oh, recording your music! Ingenious! Didn’t you have a way to do that to begin with? Well, I certainly know about recording sounds. I believe the Thronebearers use them for espionage, and my father—King Reclis—considered using them to record royal pronouncements. But they lacked the gravitas of a [Herald] or [Bard] declaiming it.”

“Propaganda. I’d rather sell songs. It might be expensive, but I have a backer. Two, actually.”

Both Joeired and Wistram had promised to fund this idea, though neither had forked over any gold yet. However, Seraphel proved once again why she was Cara’s friend—and royalty. The instant she heard of Cara’s idea, she beamingly went and demanded Ser Dalimont retrieve some gold for Cara.

“Allow me to put money into making these ‘song crystals’, Cara. I know how it goes, hiring [Bards] and making these ideas. Mother did teach me how to run a budget. You said you were starved for coin, so come here any time for my [Chef] to make you food. He could even make you something to take back. Would—this do? Dalimont, is this all the gold we have on hand? We can get more from the Merchant’s Guild.”

She dumped four fat handfuls of gold, and Cara stared at the coins as Dalimont assured Seraphel they had funding to spare. Cara knew Seraphel meant well, but honestly…Seraphel’s earnest gaze made Cara bite back any other remarks.

“Thank you, Seraphel. If you wanted to send something to Afiele, though, I think that would be better. I’ll take the gold, though.”

“I plan on sending them some snacks as well. It’s the only thing I can think to do so far. Oh—aside from visiting the court. I’ll have to do that soon. Perhaps King Itreimedes will be there. I cannot tell if that will be better or worse. Did you hear him heckling from the booth? He’s an interesting man. Roguish, brash. Overweight, these days. I suspect he’s enjoyed himself too much. But he’s as gifted an archer as his entire family line tends to be. Did you see him waving the Bow of Avel about?”

Cara hadn’t seen him up close, but Seraphel described a spoiled archer-king who couldn’t even remember anyone’s names. Classic royalty? Either way, Cara shook her head.

“I doubt we’ll interact unless he likes the theatre, Seraphel. And as I said, I’m trying to make my name here. Rolare will make it easier, I think. He might steal a lot of thunder, but more people visiting the Synphasia is good for all.”

Seraphel smiled and clapped her hands together. Cara saw her hands tremble and how tired Seraphel looked.

“I shall be delighted to watch you succeed. But do visit? Please?”

“Of course. And how are you doing?”

“Oh—it’s all fine. I’m quite well, Cara.”

Seraphel switched topics with the speed of a dodging cobra. Cara raised her brows. She admired her pink hair in a mirror and looked at the scandalized servants. The Thronebearers knew Cara—the [Singer] sat there, and then plucked three gold coins from the pile. The rest she’d let Seraphel store or ask for credit at the Merchant’s Guild. Like hell she’d carry that around.

“Sure you are. Say, Dalimont. Did this fancy mansion come with anything to drink in it? There’s always a collection of expensive bottles of spirits.”

The Thronebearer raised his brows, looking amused.

“This is actually an embassy suite used by Calanfer’s [Diplomats]. It was graciously turned over to Her Highness for the purposes of her visit. I believe there’s an expensive cabinet of liquor in the study upstairs.”

“Wonderful. Want to open all the bottles, Seraphel?”

“What? Cara, some of those are expensive beyond belief! And I don’t drink that much!”

“Neither do I. But I enjoy ruining fabulous collections of expensive alcohol. Want to toast each other? We could even make Dalimont drink.”

So saying, Cara put an arm around Seraphel’s shoulder and squeezed. The [Princess] was unaccustomed to being hugged, and she made a sound like a squeak. The servants were scandalized. The Thronebearers were horrified. Ser Dalimont? He gave them his most somber look as both women looked at him.

“If I am ordered, I would regretfully have to indulge in a glass or two, Your Highness. There is a very fine Reinhart Brandy I espied, though I would not dare to touch it. A hundred and twenty years old, magically sealed. A pickled snake in the jar.”

“Dead gods. That is pure Reinhart.”

“Dead snakes?”

“I’ll tell you on the way. Fetch me a glass! And an antidote. It’s likely mildly poisonous. Everything they make is—”

Then they were laughing, upstairs, and drunk on something else before they broke a hundred year old seal. Somewhere, the owner of the liquor cabinet was weeping. But tonight, Cara laughed with a friend.

——

Cara started enjoying Menorome that night.

There were a lot of reasons to party. Seraphel was here—and the Synphasia had put on a successful performance for royalty.

So when Cara stumbled out of Seraphel’s mansion, drunk on possibly poisonous brandy, it was only because Seraphel had passed out. She had no head for drinking, as it turned out, and had made the mistake of drinking while tired with no ability to keep awake.

She’d passed out, and Cara had decided to head back to the Synphasia. She’d done that on the grounds that the Thronebearers had assured her they would ‘dispose of the evidence’, and they probably wanted to all dispose of the Reinhart Brandy now that it was opened.

She even suspected they were going to pull a classic trick and refill it with cheap stuff. That tickled her fancy, imagining how many people might show everyone the bottle and not realize the contents were faked.

When she got back to the theatre, Cara realized that it was just as well Seraphel had gone down fast. Because the first thing she was handed was a huge mug of mead.

Mead. Sweet, thicker than beer, and strong. Yoitha was handing it out; Joeired had paid for a barrel, and all the performers were having one.

“We’re throwing a party, Cara! Come on! Let’s have a drink, then hit the town! Say, have you been drinking?”

“Who, me? I’ve barely started. Where are we going?”

“Uh—there’s a festival street where you can play games! Even use some crossbows and shoot targets and get stuffed animals and such.”

Cara blinked as she gulped.

“That sounds—amazing. And food? I was visiting a friend, and she forgot to actually feed me, aside from a charcuterie plate.”

“That would be your [Princess]?”

Someone interrupted, and Yoitha and Cara turned to see Rolare, sipping from the mead and as judgemental as always. Yoitha swung at his knees.

“I thought you were being invited out to dine with all your adoring fans.”

“I turned them down. The King of Avel sounded too indecorous to me.”

“The King of Avel invited you and—Cara, kick him. My legs are too short.”

Yoitha went for a kick anyways and nearly fell over as Rolare stepped away. It was clear she and Cara were both tipsy already. Nothing would do, clearly…but to go out there and have fun.

Rather to their surprise, when they headed out, Rolare followed. The performers were going in groups, but the half-Elf seemed to attach himself to the other two.

“I’ve wanted to see these festival activities. I might as well go with you two. I have a bonus from Joeired. Why don’t I pay for the games?”

“Do we let him join us, Cara?”

“He’ll pay for the games.”

“Good point.”

The half-Elf seemed to actually grow happier when he heard that, and he fetched a second refill of mead for everyone. Indeed, Cara realized she hadn’t seen Rolare going out much.

She assumed, from his salad-eating and persnickety ways, that he was opposed to the nightlife of a city like Menorome. As it turned out—she was wrong.

He certainly judged everything, but he instantly went to the first booth they came to in a street that had a distinctly festival-like air.

“Crossbows! Don’t aim them at anything but the targets. They’re loaded with little stones, but they can still put an eye out! You shoot the Goblins, undead, and the bullseyes. Ten shots. Six hits for a prize! Bullseyes are worth three.”

It was a shooting gallery! It had hand-crossbows instead of guns, but Cara was delighted. She expected Rolare to make some comment about only using bows, but the half-Elf was already placing down silver coins.

“I want three tries for all of us. And is there food to buy? I am hungry.”

Cara took a hand-crossbow as he was pointed to some vendors aglow with food. She took aim as Yoitha missed her first shot.

She wasn’t the worst with a crossbow, but even if she hadn’t been drunk, Cara doubted she could nail the little wooden targets. They were moving via wooden contraptions and strings, and they danced and shifted too fast for her to nail.

The shopkeeper was definitely moving them fast to avoid having to pay for a prize. It was a classic game where the cost of admission probably paid for a number of prizes. By her third attempt, Cara had gotten five and missed the target on her third shot.

“Damn. Yoitha?”

“I can’t aim! I’m too hungry to play this game. Rolare, you paying for food?”

The half-Elf was aiming down the sights of his crossbow, glowering.

“I’m on my fourth try. If I give you some money, will you bring me back something to eat?”

He aimed—fired—and then complained noisily.

“You moved that one on purpose!”

“It’s a game, sir. Where would it be without consistency?”

“I had the timing right! Also, the sights are wrong on this crossbow. Let me try that one. Another try!”

“Oh, alright. Give us some coins. Cara, come on!”

They left the half-Elf behind and went to get food. Cara found a huge ‘moon pie’ with a silver crust and sweet filling.

“What’s inside here?”

“Prelons. Want a Jelly Slime? It’s not a real one.”

The shopkeeper also had a huge, cute blob you sucked down a straw. Yoitha had already spotted something that had her dragging Cara left.

“Cara! That’s prime beef wrapped up in Ashwheat breading. Give me that with the sauce! No, wait, three!”

“Does Rolare eat meat? Yoitha, stop pulling! Why are you so strong? I’ll have a moon pie, please, and a jelly.”

“He eats meat now! Sorry, sorry. I forget my own strength. I was a [Smith]! I have [Greater Strength]! Hitting Mithril requires strong arms! Wait, what’s that?”

Yoitha pointed, and the vendor stopped heating the pie up. He had a Skill that let him touch something and get it steaming hot.

“That’s a Rum Slime.”

“Give us that instead!”

——

By the time they got back to Rolare, he was on his ninth try and frustrated. But when he saw the food, he began chomping down on it. The meat didn’t bother him, though he gave Cara a supercilious look when she asked.

“You must be thinking of stereotypes. Some of my people eat bugs, you know.”

Cara winced.

“Gross.”

He nodded, pulling a face.

“Yes, quite. This is very good. Another try. Do you want one? There’s a trick to these crossbows, I’ve seen. And the shopkeeper changes how the targets move on purpose.”

Rolare glared at the shopkeeper, who looked exasperated by the picky half-Elf. But Rolare still wanted another try. In fact—Cara blinked.

“Wait, have you won?”

“Twice.”

Rolare had a small, cute lamb that was hand-sized and a larger horse with a horn. Unicorn and…

“Oh, a Sariant Lamb! They’re cute little buggers. Nobles have them as pets, Cara. Rolare, you’ve won!”

“I know. I’m aiming for a perfect score.”

He actually tried sixteen times and won twice more before they dragged him off. Rolare muttered even after they made him leave.

“I’ll have to come back to perfect the score another day. Oh, what’s that?”

“Fishing. You get the little glowing fish to bite on a line, and if you—Rolare! Not again!”

Yoitha and Cara quickly realized that Rolare was an interesting fellow when he was having fun. He was surprisingly down for most attractions and foods. But he ate slowly, savoring each bite. Cara went through half the moon pie, the slime, and her beef wrap by the time he was done with a third of his.

Also, Rolare liked all the games. Which was another shock—he was taken with the glowing fishes you reeled in on lines with globs of honey instead of hooks, the hand-crossbow, even a [Fortune Teller] and things Cara considered silly even in this world.

But he lingered. He played each game until he thought he had mastered it—and the vendors would usually kick him out before he achieved that level. There was something refreshing about it, even if he didn’t move fast enough for the other two’s tastes.

Like…Cara had always wanted to experience all of an attraction, but she had never had enough money. Rolare would put down gold to play the hand-crossbow game until he was sick of it.

She admired that, in a way. And she realized the half-Elf was actually more entranced than she and Yoitha were. He dragged them around.

“What’s that?”

“Rolare. That’s a wagon. The Gnolls are selling goods from it.”

Cara’s head turned, but Rolare stopped, bent over, and stared at the wagon wheels with the nuts that bolted the wheels into place.

“Amazing. What is this?”

“What, a locking screw? Drake inventions. Hello, Mister Half-Elf. You want some goods from the Gnoll pl—it’s Cara!”

The Gnoll spotted Cara and waved. The others greeted her with shouts, and she waved. Cara introduced Yoitha and caught them up, but she was eying Rolare.

“Wheels. So interesting. Tell me about the Great Plains. And the paint looks different.”

He was serious. Cara squinted at the wagon’s paint, and a Gnoll looked astonished Rolare could tell.

“You must have eyes like a hawk, Mister Rolare. The dyes are from the Weatherfur Tribe. See how they’re different than the ones in Menorome? Do you paint?”

“No. But it’s very different from my home, so I notice. Nothing changes there. I’ll buy those…what are they?”

“Gaarh Marsh herbs. We have stones, even silverwork from the Silverfang tribe.”

“I’ll buy eight bracelets. Those herbs, and those earrings.”

Oh, and he spent money like water. The Gnolls looked hugely happy at Cara for bringing Rolare.

“Should I box them up for you, Mister Rolare?”

“Can you send them via Street Runner to the Runner’s Guild? I’ll send them to my village. This should be a good gift for the year. I’ve sent them a gift every year, and they say I’m flooding them. They’ll be very pleased by this.”

And he said objectively hilarious shit like that. But he was serious, and the Gnolls just raised their brows and took his gold. Cara was, at this point, soused and friendly enough to throw her arm around his shoulder.

“Rolare! Do we have tickets so the Gnolls can see the Synphasia? Yoitha said you have some.”

“Here.”

He fumbled out a few carelessly, and they were snatched away. The Gnolls, Nisre included, were fascinated by now.

“We don’t visit half-Elf villages. We’re not allowed. So they really are quiet and unchanging?”

“Absolutely. It’s pleasant. But sometimes you get—bored. I do.”

Rolare looked around, slightly glassy-eyed from drinking. He stared at the colors of Menorome.

“You can focus better, there. But you’ll never know if you’ve mastered something. I had to leave…someday, I’ll return.”

“What makes someone live there for centuries? Even for you half-Elves, that’s most of your life.”

Nisre was genuinely curious, and Yoitha looked over as she sipped from a mug she’d found. Cara was very curious to hear what Rolare would say. He took a breath.

“Have you ever had a routine you enjoy? Waking up and having a cup of tea? Going out to garden, re-reading a favorite book before relaxing in a chair?”

Everyone nodded. Rolare lifted his hands and vaguely gestured.

“That. Imagine living every day like that and capturing how pleasant it is. They work at it, you know. That’s why you can’t visit. My people don’t want to be moved from their day. Maybe once every month is acceptable if they’re adventurous. Where I was, the merchants came twice a year, and sometimes I wouldn’t go out if I didn’t feel like it. We make sure everyone can keep it going. Most learn to grow their own food because it’s such a hassle to rely on it being consistent.”

What madness. Cara looked around, and the Dwarf’s eyes gleamed.

“Speaking as the only other long-lived species—he’s crazy. Not all half-Elves do that. The ones who grow up outside of the villages are normal. Us Dwarves know time’s impermanent for all but the truly immortal. We master things, or try, and live well.”

“Great smiths. Half-Elven villages and the smiths of Deríthal-Vel. These are stories Gnolls know. Is Dwarfhome open to us? Perhaps we could buy metal, though Pallass exports steel.”

Nisre was interested, but Yoitha’s face clammed up instantly.

“—It’s not as good as it used to be. You could buy Dwarfsteel or Mithril. But the old masters are all gone.”

Nisre eyed her, but dropped it at once. Rolare peered at Yoitha, then jumped as Cara goosed him. He glared, caught her eye, and then dropped it.

——

The streets were awhirl with colors. It was not just her drinking that made Menorome shine. The City of Repose was glowing brighter as the night deepened. A strange flower blooming in defiance of that dark night outside.

“Cara, oh, look! They’re carrying lanterns and doing fire tricks!”

“What, like the Synphasia? We’ve seen—”

The trio of performers halted as they came across an entire street of glowing lanterns being carried by street-performers. But not the ones that Cara thought of. These were delicate, blown-glass lanterns that showcased the flaming mixture inside. Each one glowing a different color and attached to a piece of rope. The band of performers were whirling them around, creating hypnotizing rings of color with their passage.

And there was music. Bells and drums co-mingled to create a sonorous chiming that would have been doleful but for the tempo and the higher-pitched ones that ran like laughter.

“Hail the Light Parade! Light for Menorome! From the Palace of Shadows to you all, Their Majesties wish you a fine night!”

They were, in fact, also tossing pieces of hard ‘candy’ at children and adults alike, who scrambled to catch them. Cara saw one flying her way, jumped, and missed. Yoitha slammed into her side—and Rolare caught it. The taller half-Elf sniffed the bit of candy wrapped in wax paper and handed it to Cara without a word.

“What is it?”

Cara was suspicious of the dark, hard stuff, but one tentative nibble as Yoitha snapped it in half revealed…a spicy-sweet taste.

“Oh, ginger.”

“A local treat. [Herbalists] use it in their medicine, you know. I don’t care for the taste. I ate it for two centuries with this ridiculous mixture of herbs my neighbor made up. She swore it was sovereign for health and got the recipe from visiting Drath when she was fifty.”

“Rolare, everything you say sounds like bragging. You realize that, right?”

Cara broke away from watching the parade to snap at him. He blinked at her.

“It does? I’m just reminiscing. Are you sure you’re not being overly sensitive?”

He turned to Yoitha for support, and the Dwarf was gone. She’d rushed into the crowd, having seen something on display.

“Hey! They’ve got a throwing game! Lookit the prizes! Rolare, let’s play!”

“I already tried the crossbow game. I don’t want to do a second one until I’ve mastered—”

“Come on! They’re selling adventurer plushes! There’s—Duchess Greina herself! I have to have her!”

Yoitha was leaping up and down as she pointed. Cara drifted over and saw the first type of actual celebrity in this world aside from royalty.

“Oh. Adventurers.”

The stall had hand-made dolls wearing bits of clothing or even cheap tin or copper armor. It was actually fairly high-quality, and you had to nail the targets with beanbags to win. In this case, they were set up so you had to knock down a stack of cans…but Cara realized the game was rigged with more than instrumentation.

“What? How is it still standing?”

A disappointed couple aiming for one of the adventurers—a ‘Lehra Ruinstrider’, a giant, beaming furball with a magic sword and armor—were complaining to the shopkeeper. Their target, a precarious tower, looked ready to fall with three support struts holding up a complex series of tin cans.

But after knocking two struts down, the entire thing stood on the third one—against the laws of physics.

“Sorry. The rules are the rules.”

“You’re using a Skill!”

“Well, so’re you. Another try? It’s only—”

“Give me one! I want Greina! She’s Noelictus’ own Gold-rank, Cara. Not Named like some of them…but she’s the best. Do you see her?”

Cara didn’t have to guess who Greina was. The shorter woman dressed like one of Noelictus’ Hunters with a huge smile and big head? She wasn’t as flashy as some of the others, and Cara actually saw more people vying for foreign dolls or popular Terandrian Named-ranks.

“Why do you like her? Everyone seems to like, uh—the Gnoll and some of the others.”

“That’s just because Lehra is the newest one, and everyone’s heard stories of her. That one’s Gazi Pathseeker, a legend. Or they want a hero of Terandria. There’s even famous [Knights] like one of the Thousand Lances. But Greina is my adventurer. She comes to Noelictus, you know. I’ve been trying to get an autograph of her this entire time. I love her.”

Yoitha began taking shots, and the shopkeeper realized he had a problem when her first beanbag hit the wooden wall and cracked it.

“Hey! Don’t throw too hard!”

He cautioned Yoitha. The Dwarf had strength—but no good aim, especially drunk. Cara and Rolare decided to help, and Yoitha kept trying, tossing silver coins into the bowl.

“She’s—my inspiration! She was a Hunter, then quit—now she’s a famous Gold-rank who’s going to be a Named-rank soon. Her aura powers are amazing! Also, she’s a [Duchess].”

“Sounds like it wasn’t too hard.”

Cara commented sourly, reflecting that gold could buy a lot of things. Including magic. One huge glare made her raise her hands. Yoitha lowered the threatening beanbag.

“She wasn’t raised to be an adventurer, Cara. She wanted to be a Hunter. Failed. Now she’s found a calling. She never gave up. I—”

She stared at the target as Cara sensed this was more personal than she had assumed. Yoitha’s grip tightened on the beanbag.

“I need to be like her.”

The Dwarf tensed a moment, and Cara realized she knew Yoitha as well as Rolare. Less, perhaps. The Dwarf was friendly, explained a lot of common-sense things about this world, and had even helped Cara with food. But she never talked about her home, Deríthal-Vel, called ‘Dwarfhome’. She was a talented smith who didn’t want to smith. Because of something she’d done?

Yoitha’s face was screwed up. She raised the beanbag, squeezing it tightly to throw—and the stitched fabric exploded in her grip, cracked and crushed beans raining onto the street.

“Hey! That’s it—no more from you!”

The [Shopkeeper] saw and shouted. Yoitha began to argue, only to hear a tinkling sound of cans raining down. Rolare lowered his beanbag, looking pleased.

“Ah. On my third try.”

He’d knocked over his tower. Cara glanced to the side and saw the last ‘support’ had still been up but the entire thing mysteriously collapsed.

The shopkeeper swept the silver coins out of the bowls and handed Rolare a Greina doll.

“There you are. Begone with you lot.”

Ah, so that was it. Rolare regarded the doll, and Yoitha charged at him.

“Rolare! You did it! The doll!”

“How interesting. Wait, you want it, Yoitha? But I won. Perhaps I’ll keep this doll. I could start a collection or send it back to a child I know…”

He was teasing her, waving the Greina doll overhead as she jumped for it. Yoitha’s face turned red.

“Don’t tease me! It matters a lot! I’ll pay for it!”

“Well, come grab it.”

“Seriously, is this a Dwarf and half-Elf thing or are you just being childish, Rolare? Let her have it.”

Cara was mildly exasperated, and Rolare paused, flushing to his ears. They were all drunk. He hesitated—and Yoitha’s face turned ugly.

“Give it!”

And she pushed him.

She was strong. Strong enough to climb a rope and hammer nails into a ceiling. Strong enough to smith mithril. Or crush a beanbag in one hand.

Or—and Cara began to realize that even Idelt, the smith of Afiele, was weaker—

Strong enough to heave Rolare into the air and send him flying eight feet. He passed Cara, hit the ground, rolled, and Yoitha grabbed the doll as he lay there.

Everyone on the street turned. The half-Elf was gasping like a fish—and Yoitha was beaming as she held the doll. Then she looked down, and guilt passed over her face.

“Rolare? I—”

“You maniac. You nearly killed me!”

“I wasn’t thinking. I—”

She stumbled back. Rolare wasn’t hurt bad. He got up, face red, brushing at his clothes, and Yoitha stood there, stock still. The expression of horror on her face, though, made his rage abate.

“Yoitha? I’m unhurt. I forgive—”

She ran. Now, Cara was running after her as the Dwarf knocked people aside like pinballs. Yoitha’s stricken face was like a reflection of Cara’s own—the difference was that in her guilt, Yoitha was the most dangerous force on the streets.

“Yoitha, stop running! Get out of the way! She’s—”

She was an unstoppable force! If she slammed into someone wrong, she could break their ribs! It was literally like seeing a superhuman with the strength to toss someone with a simple shove.

Was this the effect of high levels? Rolare was certainly gifted too, but he seemed as unnerved as Cara by her strength.

“Rolare, stop her!”

“How? I’m not a fighter. I could stab her through the legs—”

“Not that!”

They were barreling straight through an outdoor restaurant, and Yoitha was running past a group of loud diners in chairs, when someone reached out. They were going to lose an arm! Cara shouted—and she saw the chair skid back with a scream of wood on stone. Then, to her amazement, Yoitha stopped.

The Dwarf bounced back a step, came out of her wild charge, and blinked long enough for Cara and Rolare to tackle her. The figure who had grabbed her shook out his gloved hand.

“Aha. Watch where you’re going, Miss. You nearly put me off my meal.”

A huge man wearing the black coat and hat of a Hunter of Noelictus grinned at her. Cara saw he was sitting in a group at one of the tables in this restaurant, the table loaded with food, and he was round-cheeked, overweight—but smiling.

“Hunter Loshell, good work. The Watch would have ruined our day off.”

Another Hunter at the table called out. The man, Loshell, winked at Cara, who stared at him.

He must be strong as an ox. Certainly, even Yoitha seemed surprised as she caught herself, then bowed to him and turned to see the commotion in her wake.

“I’m sorry. I panicked, I—”

“Stop moving.”

Rolare advised her, which was the best thing he could have said, really. The Hunters seemed to lose interest fast, and Yoitha went back to apologize.

“That Dwarf was from Synphasia. The one who hammers stuff. Anyone been?”

“Not recently. Maybe we should go next break. It’s close enough that we could do it after a Hunt.”

“Ah, fine idea! But I heard their best act doesn’t play?”

“He did tonight. Everyone’s talking about it. Hey, I think that’s him. Excuse me, Miss? Is that Rolairenes the Violinist?”

One waved at Cara. He also looked friendly, if lankier and far less interested in the food than Loshell was. He stood, and Cara pointed.

“That’s Rolare and Yoitha. Both performers. I’m sorry about the commotion.”

“Not at all. And is he back to performing?”

“Yes! Just tonight, actually.”

“Wonderful. I’m Hunter Visc. And if that’s the case, I should love to see it. Pay no mind to the disturbance. But, ah, do you have any tickets? I would dearly like to see the famous Violinist myself.”

He smiled—and Cara realized what he wanted in a second. At least he was open about it—she had to turn to shout for Rolare, and he came back. Tickets were a small price to avoid the law getting involved, but it made her shoulders itch.

Weren’t these members of the Hunter’s Guild? They weren’t [Knights], nor the Watch, as people kept saying, but her opinion of them wasn’t high. They had not been at Afiele.

And tonight, her good mood with Yoitha had soured after her friend’s outburst. Now, as the procession of lights faded and the night deepened to past midnight, Menorome took a turn.

The candles and lights down this street had a greasier feel, or maybe it was the company. Visc snatched eight tickets—not that Rolare cared—and stuffed three into his pouch before turning.

“Anyone want tickets?”

“Me. I’m practicing my indulgence of greed tonight. And with respect to the bill…Loshell, do you want to actually play games?”

“No. Go on, you all. Give me a ticket, Visc. Pictirm will keep me company, here.”

Loshell and two other Hunters stayed put, and a sleepy-looking woman with a huge glare leaned back in her chair, waving her gloved hand for a waitress.

“Oi, service! Put it on our Hunter’s Card! Another bottle of bourbon!”

A Helpful Servant came rushing over, and the rest of the Hunters stood. They nodded to Loshell, the big one, and began to stride off into the fair. They didn’t even bother with the bill; one just flashed a golden card at the manager, who took it, wrote on it, then handed it back with an odd smile.

It was both avaricious and…the smile Cara gave to people she didn’t like. Hiding contempt. Not even well done; the Hunters didn’t care, but Cara realized the other restaurant-goers and even the street traffic avoided the Hunters and gave them dark side-looks.

Perhaps the contents of the table had something to do with that. It had two roasted animals—a bird and half a pig—and was dripping with multiple sauces and foods Cara hadn’t seen before. Rice dishes, fat duck eggs sprinkled with some spicy-looking powder, a half-eaten pie—she assumed it was the waste at first.

Then she saw Loshell taking down a plate of food that would have been too much for her to eat. He chomped down so fast it looked like he was gulping down the food. He clearly relished it, but his intake was sickening.

And fast. The two other Hunters ate like he did. As if they were starved. The other Hunters looked like they’d eaten a normal portion, but something was…off about Loshell and the other two. It made Cara’s skin prickle and stomach feel unsettled.

“Who the hell are they?”

“Veteran Hunters. They’re like this. Don’t worry, they’re not the same as the Watch. We’re not in trouble.”

Rolare had stopped and eyed the eating with his own share of disgust. He nodded behind them.

“Yoitha’s gone to cool her head with some water. Have you not seen the Veteran Hunters before?”

“Walking about. But—what’s that card?”

He had to explain the Hunter’s Cards to her, and the brief hierarchy of the Hunter’s Guild. The instant Cara heard about this world’s version of a credit or maybe debit card and the privileges of rank, she didn’t like it.

She knew she was anti-authoritarian and anti-law enforcement due to her own experiences with them, and she told herself that maybe this was like Lord Lantal’s people. Work hard, play hard. But his folk had been impoverished. The Veteran Hunters?

They had indulgences. And despite herself, Cara had to see. So she watched, and what she saw made Menorome’s delights take on a ghastly tone.

——

“Another game! Another game! We should have brought the new Hunters! Haeight! The one Loshell and I like, remember, Pictirm?”

“That white-haired brat? She’ll just hate you more.”

“Well, I need a way to spend this gold. You there—are those dolls? I know Loshell lives to give gifts. Give me five, no, ten of each. Send it to the Hunter’s Guild under my name. Here. My card.”

Hunter Visc practiced the indulgence of greed. No—he embodied it. Cara thought she’d seen excess, but in him?

His eyes were crazy. They had that manic light about them, of someone without any holds barred, like a gambler unleashed at a casino when they thought luck was on their side—or they had nothing left to lose.

Rolare had played his games like an obsession, spending gold to ‘master’ a game. Visc? The tall [Hunter] drifted from game to game, tossing coins down to play until he got bored, never counting—and he bought everything and anything that caught his eye.

He was laughing, eating from the stalls, running around with considerable athleticism and dragging ‘Pictirm’, the reluctant [Huntress] who was his friend, around. It made Cara a bit sick to watch him spend twice her week’s pay in a moment. But that card flashed and flashed, a gold one, and the shopkeepers knew the score.

Actually, the people that Visc interacted with most were Helpful Servants. The actual store owners and people of Menorome kept out of the Hunters’ way, leaving it to the Helpful Servants, who were everywhere. They had what Cara assumed was on her face.

Barely concealed disgust. Not just for Visc. He was one of a company of sixteen, and they were all doing this. Well, she couldn’t see them all, but three had gone to what she knew had to be a brothel and disappeared inside. The shouts coming from within were loud and drunken—whereas Loshell and Visc were in the open.

And the [Hunter] who practiced gluttony was still eating. In fact, he got up, looking overful despite his clear appetite, and burped.

“One second—where’s the bathrooms?”

He stumbled away, vanished for ten minutes, then came back, wiping his mouth, ordered the strongest fruit drink he could, and began eating like he hadn’t had a bite.

He’d thrown up. It reminded Cara of the stories of old Greece where partygoers would deliberately vomit to eat more. No wonder some of the people sitting in the restaurant looked so sick they didn’t finish their own meals. But Loshell was probably paying more for his night at the tables than the rest of the guests combined.

“This is…excessive even for what I’ve heard and seen. Normally, it’s only one or two. We should go.”

Rolare, Cara, and now, Yoitha, were watching the Veteran Hunters party into the night. They couldn’t quite look away. Their own mood was being eclipsed by this, but Cara had that fascination of someone watching something horrible.

“I, uh—sure. Let’s—”

She stayed put. After a second, Rolare went to Yoitha, and they told Cara they’d get a drink and find another street. Cara agreed, but kept her eyes on the Veteran Hunters.

She wanted to see.

So this was why Lord Lantal had no gold, and this was where they were instead of at Afiele. Her lips twisted, and she wondered if saying something would even matter.

But she was curious. Visc was now approaching the Gnoll caravan and buying everything from them, to their delight—and dismay at his avarice. But Cara did wonder.

What about Pictirm? She had hopes the female Veteran Hunter would prove this—this insanity was only localized to some of her people. But Cara was disappointed.

Pictirm was scowling, glaring from Loshell to Visc, who dragged her back and forth to sample this, buy that—and eventually she snapped.

“I’m done. I don’t practice greed or gluttony.”

“Aw, but Pictirm—you were ready for a night out. What changed?”

The Huntress rubbed at her forehead as she slammed back into a chair, then grabbed two more and arranged them. She pulled something over to her. The bottle of bourbon, as yet untouched.

“I can’t sleep. I slept sixteen hours until you woke me…hey you, staring girl. Have a drink with me.”

She found a cup, poured it full of what had to be six shots of bourbon, and beckoned to Cara. The [Singer] hadn’t realized she’d been noticed. Loshell looked up, chin dribbling with fat and sauce, and wiped it upon his dark sleeve.

“Don’t make her drink.”

“Not if she doesn’t want to. Want a cup? It’s on the Hunter’s Guild. I’m Pictirm. You must be that new singer in the Synphasia. Want to see how a Hunter of Sloth enjoys their days?”

Cara approached.

“I’m Cara. I’ll have a drink.”

She received a cup two-thirds full of spirits so strong that one gulp told her this was not watered-down stuff. Pictirm gave Cara mocking smile.

“Bottoms up.”

Then she took the cup down so fast that even Yoitha swore. Cara tried another gulp—and the world spun.

I’ve drunk before, but she’s insane. That was what Cara thought as she passed the cup to Yoitha, who had the strength to take the rest down. Then she saw Pictirm fill the cup up—and drink it down like water.

“Are you insane? You’ll kill yourself that way.”

Rolare looked genuinely unsettled by how Pictirm was drinking, which made Cara relieved. This is not normal, even by this world’s standards.

“Not I. Let’s see…I think it’s almost—”

Pictirm’s voice was slurred already, but it didn’t seem to be enough for her. So she produced five blue pills, tossed them in the third cup—and poured only a bit in.

“Sleeping pills?”

“I like to dream. Hey, where’s my Dreamleaf…? The Sleeping Parlors will have some. Wake me when it’s time for work.”

The Veteran Hunter was economical with how she indulged. She rose—slammed into the table so hard that Loshell had to catch it—and then headed straight for a smiling attendant at the Sleeping Parlor. Cara heard Pictirm slurring.

“Hunter’s Card. Dreamleaf. I want to dream of…the coast. I’ll be here all night. Keep me asleep into the day and I’ll tip you. Got it?”

“Madness.”

The word slipped out of Cara’s mouth as she watched the Veteran Hunters. She heard a laugh—realized Loshell was still there, eating, and he looked up.

“No, Miss. Indulgences. We work hard. If you see a novice Hunter, be kind to them. They haven’t earned our sins…our indulgences yet.”

He seemed to catch himself and then smiled, eyes brighter. His weren’t the wild mania of Visc, or that world-weary apathy with the waking world that Pictirm had. His were just an all-consuming void, desperate hunger.

They scared her more than anything. Cara backed away without a word.

“That’s enough drinking tonight. Cara, come. Let’s go to another street. We’ll…why don’t we play some chess? That’s a new board game, barely a few years old, that I’ve seen played. Or we could listen to some stories of the world. They tell tales like Torreb the Undefeated still.”

Rolare murmured, urging her away, and even Yoitha was shriven of her own anxieties by this. She seemed calm.

“I’m sorry, Cara. I got over my head about Greina. Let’s go and enjoy. This is a celebration for you and Rolare, after all.”

Actually—Cara glanced at Yoitha, and the Dwarf seemed too calm. Her pure grief and guilt had turned to a kind of deep and abiding sadness as she stared at the Veteran Hunters, but tempered.

Strange. Why was…

Then Cara saw something as the other two towed her away. For a second—she saw someone step forwards, holding a pitcher of water and clearing plates from Loshell’s table, and the same person was taking Visc’s gold, and the same leading Pictirm to her slumber.

Not the same person, but the same plain uniform.

A Helpful Servant. The smile was the same. The eyes were the same, half-vacant, half-focused. They spoke with the same cheery cadence, so Cara could be forgiven for thinking of them as the same, even if one was male, taller and darker-skinned, another was a half-Elf, short and pert, and the third was a woman with a streak of pale blue in her locks.

Helpful Servants. Cara saw them a second, standing there, and she saw Visc’s mad spending slow. Pictirm’s head lolled, and Loshell stopped eating a second, sat back, and burped.

“A moment’s break.”

Hm? What was—

A glimmer in their eyes. The crazy atmosphere…died down a second. Cara felt another chill, and then, before she could point it out to Yoitha and Rolare—

“Aha! My Hunters! I knew I’d find you down this street! We have come with reinforcements!”

A voice roared into the night, and Cara jumped. She turned—and another man who struck her as off the instant she saw him came riding down the street, accompanied by eight more Veteran Hunters and several actual guards of Noelictus.

“Prince Seratoito du Noelictus! Make way for the [Prince]!”

He was blonde-haired, overweight in his saddle, arrayed in silk clothing, a kind of pale uniform over-saddled with golden epaulets like someone playing at a general, and his smile was utterly fake.

It looked like he was sneering at half the people he met—his dislike and contempt shone through as he waved down at people bowing to him, and he made Cara wonder if she had conjured him from the depths of her mind.

Now there was a monarch who fit every inch of her internal biases of his kind. He dismounted with help from the silent woman standing next to him.

“Who’s that?”

“Prince Seratoito and his consort, the Huntress Agshiga. The Commander of the Royal Deathhunt. An interesting pair. She’s deadly with the blade. He’s…well, he’s a controversial figure at court. I hear he’s often at odds with his father.”

Yoitha knew most of the city, having been here longest. She gave Seratoito a curious stare as he strode straight over to Loshell.

“Hunter Loshell, my friend! Are you enjoying the crown’s largesse?”

“Your Highness.”

Loshell rose a second and bowed. But Seratoito clapped him on the back, then turned.

“Sit, sit. My people—my loyal people such as you and Agshiga’s folk are to be treated. Agshiga, come!”

He clapped his hands in a way that made Cara’s hair stand on end, but the [Huntress] walked over.

“Husband?”

“Let’s join our friends. Is that Hunter…Visc over there? Come, come! Let’s sweep this street and pull anyone with us. I hear there’s gambling to be done at the Unicorn’s Spire, and if I could have found King Itreimedes…bring out your specialty! And fear not, good shopkeepers and folk—this is all paid for, the riches of Menorome to you!”

He laughed, and the gold that swept the street would line every pocket of the people selling their goods here. That was enough to get a cheer and smiles. But only of the same caliber as he gave out.

“What a miserable shitbag. Is he like that, or am I projecting?”

Cara whispered and swore she saw Agshiga, the royal consort, turn her head. Rolare nudged her hard.

“That’s the royalty of Noelictus. Yoitha—”

“Yep.”

They grabbed Cara and dragged her off. Cara’s last look of the Prince—the first time she met him—was of him sitting and toasting Loshell with a cup. He looked so…mildly contemptuous of everything around him she couldn’t quite believe he was real. But she did believe one thing, and that was the sheer and utter look he had of someone who was trying to find joy in meaningless things. A wealthy prince in sheer, existential despair.

She hoped he choked on it.

——

That was the darkness of Menorome that Cara encountered. It was not actual night, but the difference between vibrant color and joyous sound and excitement—and the greasy feel of candles burning low, spit running down from the corner of your mouth, flies buzzing around food, and the feeling of sweat mixing into a stench with grating laughter in your ears.

In a way—it was good that Cara saw it. Because it drew her together with Yoitha and Rolare. All of them ran into the Veteran Hunters and were so repulsed by what they saw, they calmed down and spent the rest of their night walking around Menorome, talking.

They were still drunk, but when they headed back to the Synphasia, they were clinging together as a unit where they had been more strangers at the start. Even Cara had to say it.

“Okay, maybe we’re friends.”

“We’re not friends. I haven’t known you even a year.”

“Shut up, Rolare.”

It was practically dawn by the time they finished partying. Cara, Rolare, and Yoitha were all stumbling back to the Synphasia, a single person with too many legs and arms, weaving one way and the other on the street. It was misty, and the candles were going out.

Menorome, so filled with lights and safety, made Cara forget the fear of undead. Afiele felt far away and remote, here. But a reminder—there were always reminders.

They were in the middle of the street when she heard galloping hooves, looked up, and a horse nearly ran her down. A figure in black, an armored trenchcoat, tombstone hat, and a pair of axes on their hip, was galloping towards the gates closest to the Synphasia.

“Hey! Watch it, you idiot!”

“Hunter! Apologies!”

The figure didn’t even slow as Cara lurched aside. Yoitha and Rolare got out of the way; he stepped back, and she fell on her face. The hooves nearly hit Yoitha on the face, and a flashing horseshoe almost clipped Cara. She shook her fist, shouting. That idiot had almost gotten them killed!

“You arrogant b—”

“Cara! It’s a Hunter! She’s got the right of way!”

That sobered Cara a bit. Yoitha picked herself up.

“She must be off to slay undead. That’s a proper Hunter. A regular one. You won’t catch her eating till she pukes.”

Cara stared at the back of the figure racing through the gates, which opened to let her pass. That one did seem more…urgent than the ones on the streets.

“Huh. So that’s who’s supposed to do it? I didn’t see many of them on the borders.”

“Well, Hunters only go to big outbreaks, and I hear there aren’t enough of ‘em. There’s complaints all over Menorome that the capital ones are lazy. I bet that one slept in. Every city’s got their local defenders. This is like…[Knights]. Let’s go sleep, eh?”

Cara glared at the [Hunter], then pivoted.

“Sure. And hey, now Rolare’s famous and I’m…singing things, we should all make a joint performance. His violin, my voice, and your…things, Yoitha.”

She laughed, head sunk low, drunk, picking herself up as Rolare assured Cara he was too good for her music. The Dwarf stared at the two moons overhead, blue and green.

“Nah. I don’t have anything to perform on. I’ll quit, soon. If I don’t have anything to bring, this isn’t for me. Juggling and hammering things isn’t art.”

She looked wistful, and Cara stumbled over to her.

“Nonsense. I bet you we could find something for you. I promise you…I’ll find something for you.”

“You’re the best.”

They hugged, and Rolare nodded a few times.

“Good friends. Terrible performers. Do you think the crossbow booth is still open?”

[Grave Singer Level 22!]

[Skill – Uplifting Performance obtained!]

——

After that first night, Cara entered into a routine of sorts. Each day was different, but she divided them up into sections.

Performing or working at the Synphasia, or seeing if the recording crystals were working right. Meeting with Seraphel and talking or singing and trying to get the [Princess] to relax. Heading out with Rolare and Yoitha on the town.

They avoided the Veteran Hunters after that, and Cara found she had only two main worries aside from her overarching goals.

One was Yoitha. The other was the mysterious Elena. In Yoitha’s case, her problem was due to Cara’s increasing successes.

Cara had a new Skill. She’d gained one level before this, on the road with the Gnolls, but she got a new Skill at last, and it was, well, disturbing from her point of view.

Then again, it did what it was supposed to. Cara’s songs made people feel better. After she performed, the audience felt better.

Cara didn’t experience it, but Yoitha described it not so much as much overt mental mind-control as ‘getting into the song’. The feeling of hearing a song you liked for the first time and grooving out to it, Cara supposed.

Joeired strategized to use her Skill as best as he could.

“You need to perform at the start—or perhaps, the end, after Rolare. The start. He deserves the final hour. We can put Yoitha before you; an audience isn’t likely to walk out on her. She lowers the mood, you bring it up, and everyone else keeps it up until Rolare appears and closes it.”

It was clear Cara was becoming the Synphasia’s second-best act, and she thought she might be more well-liked than Rolare. At least, she tried to be part of the team.

“Cara, can you critique my new juggling set?”

“If you teach me how to do that double helix—alright. Come to Yoitha’s room? We’ll do a hot pot.”

“Someone has to stop leaving food in the pantries! We have ants!”

“I’ll tell people. How do you get rid of the ants? Poison? Do we have another damn crack in the walls?”

She felt like she was one of the crew, and raggedy as the Synphasia could be, and as stressful as Joeired was, with Rolare performing seven out of ten times—he was still picky, and someone sneezing at the wrong time or the ‘wrong conditions’ could make him refuse to play—the Synphasia felt like it was improving day by day.

However, Yoitha began getting depressed, and it wasn’t hard to see why. She came out with it during hotpot night, which was when they made up a tasty, cheap soup in her room. You could buy some lovely Ashwheat noodles and toss them in for barely anything. Rolare refused to attend—he disliked the other performers and vice versa.

“I don’t know if I should quit, Cara. They’ve started asking whether I’m performing when they buy tickets, our regulars. And it’s not interesting.”

She meant her routine. Cara stopped, mouth full of noodles, and stared past Yoitha at the other performers.

They came and went, but some stuck around because they were ones Joeired deemed ‘acceptable’. Poor Andex had gone, but there was a [Magician], Atanna the Amazing, who was, uh, well, part and parcel to Earth’s own stage magicians.

Not the cool kind either, but the hackney stuff like sawing someone in half on stage.

The difference was that Atanna actually did saw someone in half, and their lower half would stumble around as the person shrieked—and if she chose a card, it was definitely the one you’d picked.

Another performer was Julten, the [Juggler] who replaced Andex because he juggled everything. Chickens, knives—he’d offered to do babies too, but Joeired had banned him from doing crowdwork.

They had a [Fool] who told jokes and half the time got booed off stage. But half the time she wanted people to throw things at her—Joeired was debating cutting her unless she got an act that was more ‘professional’. He disliked cleanup and said he wanted the Synphasia to be august, grand, not a comedy.

And of course, there were fire-eaters, and one of them turned to Yoitha urgently.

“Yoitha, you can’t go! We’ll burn down the stage in a day—but for that metal sheeting you put up, we’d be hitting the rafters and setting them ablaze!”

“Bah. Joeired just has to pay for an [Enchanter] and fireproofing spells. You don’t need me. You can afford repairs, now. But who wants to watch Yoitha the Strange? I hit steaks and pots and pans. It’s not even music.”

“Your…hammer trick is good. If you did more of that, you’d have an act.”

Cara meant the way Yoitha could flip a hammer into the air and catch it, even blindfolded. It was impressive—she just had no followup. Yoitha glumly stared at the pot as she kept pouring in Noelictus’ version of spicy peppers—these ones were alarmingly white.

“I can’t do more. It’s a work trick from when you hammer anvils. I tried other ones, remember? If someone hadn’t been sneezing, I would have killed them.”

The force with which she threw those hammers around meant that one slip and a hammer would go flying. Cara hesitated. They were deadly weapons.

“What if you did security?”

“Pass. I’m not good at catching [Thieves]. Short legs. Plus, I don’t want to. I told you, I want to be good at something.”

“Yoitha, stop putting peppers in! It’s hot as Chandrar’s deserts!”

One of the fire-eaters complained. Everyone tried to cheer up Yoitha, if only for the sake of the hot pot. And Cara chewed on her lip.

Yoitha was interesting. She had few talents, and the one thing she was really good at, smithing, she wasn’t proud of.

No, she was proud of it, but she was also deeply guilty about something. The Synphasia was her chance to try again, and she’d tried pottery, adventuring, jewelry, and all kinds of stuff. Cara felt like Yoitha had some good synergies with the stage.

She was good with her hands. Cara stretched her legs out.

“Why don’t I take off tomorrow, and we’ll go through some things, Yoitha? I know there’s more roles than just performer. Ever tried acting?”

Yoitha’s head rose, and she perked up. Cara beamed as she realized she might have a way to sneak in some theatre after all.

——

“Oh. Is that a spot I see? On my hands?”

Cara’s face was waxy the next morning. Three hours had gone by, and she had learned that Yoitha could not remember lines to save her life.

“It’s ‘out, damned spot! Out, I say.’ That’s what your line is, Yoitha.”

“Ah. Right. But I did the rest of the scene.”

Yoitha turned, shrugging, and Cara winced. They were trying Macbeth after having run through several other plays. The problem was…Yoitha didn’t get it.

“Yoitha, it’s dramatic. She’s killed someone.”

“Out, damned spot! Out, I say!”

Yoitha scrubbed at her hands like a maniac, as if she were a [Murderer] trying to hide evidence.

“No, she’s guilty. Listen, try this. The scene goes like—”

Cara took a breath and became her role. She wasn’t using a Skill—just putting herself, well, in the head of a woman who was deeply ambitious. Arrogant, even. Yet—when she pushed her husband to the deed and got a single drop of blood on her hands, the reality of murder shook her.

Cara’s own hands began shaking. Perhaps too theatrically, but she was hamming it up for Yoitha. She was simultaneously imagining the horror of being a murderer and the ‘spot’ of blood on Lady Macbeth’s hands…and also observing herself.

That was acting. Well, there was a world to it, but Cara picked at her hands, like someone picking at a wart.

“Out, damned spot. Out, I say. One, two…why, then, ‘tis time to do it.”

She looked around, as if fearing someone was watching her, and Rolare was observing from the seats. He looked quite impressed as he sat up, and Cara let her eyes glaze over him and shuddered.

“Hell is murky. Fie, my lord, fie. A soldier and afeared?”

She sneered at her imagined husband, then turned to Yoitha with a conversational tone of voice.

“Shakespeare’s old language. You have to convey it properly for it to work on modern audiences. We could update the language…but you see how I’m doing it?”

“That’s crazy, Cara. I can’t do that.”

Yoitha slumped, sighing. Some of the other members of the audience applauded at Cara’s rendition, and she bowed for them.

“Thank you, thank you…Rolare, want to try?”

“I’ll pass. It’s very interesting, but I have enough hobbies, thank you.”

She glared at the half-Elf, who protested.

“What? I do.”

“It’s a calling, Rolare. You don’t want to—? And Yoitha, what’s your biggest issue?”

“I’m no good with memorizing things. I can do it if it’s with my hands. That many words? And I can’t…be someone like you are. Also, it’s just not that fun for me.”

Cara’s face fell. Some people took to the ability to play a character in another world; others didn’t see the point.

Unfortunately, Yoitha was a very literal woman. If she didn’t feel like she was actually a murdering woman, she had a hard time…

“What about imagining you’re guilty? Try to feel guilty—and then try it. You’d love being in a cast and seeing the audience react to, well, telling a story like this.”

“I’ll be part of your cast, Cara!”

Atanna shouted, and that encouraged Yoitha. She had even put on a performer’s outfit that was vaguely noble to get into character. She trailed over to the washbasin and stared at it.

“Guilty.”

She was trying to get into character. Cara knew guilt. She had enough of it to be genuine. She didn’t have to be, but Yoitha stared into the washbasin a second.

“Spot.”

“Out, damned spot. Or maybe start with—‘yet here’s a spot’. You can freestyle if you want, Yoitha. Pretend you’re talking to yourself and seeing blood on your hands.”

Even the concepts of a play could become the backbone of a new version of it. Cara was no stickler for adopting things word-for-word. Hell, they’d made a version of Romeo and Juliet with guns. It was great.

She had watched it. Now, the Dwarf stared down at her hands a long time, and her face grew morose.

“‘Yet here’s a spot.’ Why, here’s a spot on my hands. I did not the deed, but here’s a spot.”

Ooh. It wasn’t good, and her voice was conversational, too low, yet Cara felt it this time. The audience sat up, and Rolare, who looked interested in the play, sat up a bit as he munched on some dried nuts.

Cara leapt in, playing the other roles. She adjusted ‘set down’ to ‘note down’ as she eagerly called out from the side.

“Hark! She speaks. I will note down what she says here, to satisfy my remembrance the more strongly.”

Yoitha scrubbed at her hands vaguely, then hard.

“Out, damned spot. Out, I say! One, two, why—then, ‘tis the time to do it.”

She lost track of the next part and paused a long moment. Cara drew breath to whisper, then Yoitha’s face grew blank.

“Rhir’s hell is murky. Fie, my [Lord]. Fie. A [Smith], and feared? We said, ‘what need we fear those who reproach us when none can match our craft?’ From the lowliest apprentice to the linesmiths such as I, to the masters. Yet we all knew we were inferior to the Grandfathers. Yet we wallowed in our pride.”

“Do—do you mark that?”

Cara stumbled her own lines. Yoitha was staring at her hands, now, dripping with water. And now Yoitha was staring at them.

“It’s still here. A spot of blood. I killed them not. I was not in charge of the metal. I had no control. But it was on us all. We have no more right to the smithing, but I was not in charge. So why is it here? Blood. They ruined a generation of us! I just wanted to master the forge!”

Then she raised her hands and struck the washbasin and stool, sending them flying, and buried her face in her hands. She sank down—and Cara ran forwards.

“Yoitha!”

Masterful performance. It had the audience speechless. But a failure in actual acting. Yoitha sank to her knees, and then Cara saw it. It truly was guilt. Yoitha needed something else because there was no going back. Not after what she’d done.

But her great talent was smithing, hammering metal. What a waste.

——

“We got hundreds of people killed. It was the biggest loss of life in Deríthal-Vel, Dwarfhome, since an actual war. They—we—I can’t bear to say it, Cara. Look it up if you want to know. It’s there, written down. It’s history. That’s all. They covered up who was part of it, but it was all the smiths. The masters were exiled. The rest of us—I was a line-smith. I wasn’t held to account, but I couldn’t stay. That’s all. I’m not banned from smithing, but I can’t do it anymore. I am ashamed.”

Yoitha lay in her bed. Her confession came from a pale face, eyes staring at the ceiling. Cara didn’t know the rest, but it sounded bad.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“It was all our faults, Rolare, you prat. All of ours. I didn’t have the charge of inspecting the steel like Master Pelt. But I helped smelt it and forged the struts. We were lazy. I knew, somewhere in the back of my mind, that it wasn’t quality work. Dead gods, we thought we were invincible. The King of Destruction wanted our steel, and we thought we’d work harder on that. So good people died because we didn’t check for quality.”

The Dwarf turned over, her brown hair pale in the waning daylight. Snow was falling, and the air was cold, but she just looked smaller.

“That’s why I’m here, Cara. I have to find something else, but I’ve always been good with my hands. Nothing else. I can hit metal in rhythm with a hundred others, and I’m good—better than most [Smiths] living. But my heart’s in pieces. I can’t stay here if I don’t have anything else.”

“Why not for another decade? You seem happy, and isn’t that all you need? Menorome’s dark, but not that bad.”

Rolare sat across from Yoitha, confused. She glared at him, but he was trying to be supportive.

“I have to do something that matters, Rolare. Like Greina.”

“…Why? Time passes, Yoitha. Mastery is not quick. You have time.”

He was sitting there, tuning his violin for something to do, and Yoitha growled at him and pointed at it.

“Easy for you to say. What about your violin? Why did you leave your precious village if everything was fine?”

Rolare hesitated. Cara was thinking, staring at Yoitha, and on the verge of an idea. But she glanced up, and Rolare just turned his head away.

“I—simply wanted to be sure the music was good. That’s all. It’s a hobby.”

“A hobby.”

“I am no [Musician]. Nor am I a [Warrior]. I take up hobbies. Mastery, true mastery…I want to master one thing. One song, one action. I have no desire to be a [Bard], nor a soldier.”

It was the strangest thing to hear. He played one song. And—Cara glanced at the sword he carried. Yoitha just stared at Rolare with such genuine disgust he rose to his feet.

“What?”

“You’re the worst half-Elf I’ve ever met. You don’t understand. Cara, you do. He’s got eternity to pleasure himself with his pastimes, or near enough. I…”

Rolare’s cheeks went red. He stalked over to the door and froze as Cara replied.

“I know. You want to atone. To make up for it, somehow. Or just be—something.”

Yoitha’s head rose, and she nodded once. Rolare paused by the doorway, staring at them, and Cara murmured.

“Maybe there is something for you.”

“Not acting. It’s too close.”

“No. But if you’re that good with ‘only your hands’…why didn’t I think of it? Then again—Yoitha, have you tried actual music?”

The Dwarf stared at Cara.

“Singing. I sang with the other smiths, but I’ve no good voice. I’ve tried brass horns, for fun, when we made them. Even the complex ones with all the valves. A pain to forge. But blowing spit down a tube isn’t my thing. Nor blowing hard into a piece of wood.”

Cara winced at Yoitha’s opinion of music. But if she’d tried that, it was fair. Still, she raised her brows.

“Yes, but what about drums?”

Yoitha gave Cara a long, blank stare.

“What about ‘em?”

——

This world astounded Cara. For one that was so diverse and large…it had odd flaws. They had festival games like the ones from home. Even more magical attractions.

And yet—drumming was not a respected tradition in Terandria.

Oh, there were [Drummers] who played for war or sent messages far off. Apparently Kaliv, some kingdom with lots of mountains, had them.

Yet when Cara described a drum set, only Joeired even had an inkling of what she meant.

“Lizardfolk. They have drums in their jungles, and some Stitch-folk have these vase-like drums. It’s not Terandrian.”

Maybe it was the effects of globalization that let Cara know so many cultures’ impacts. Despite [Message] spells, this world felt less connected.

“Drums.”

Yoitha stared at the sketch of some simple drumsticks and the basic, classic drum set. She pointed at the cymbals. Cara wasn’t the best drawer, but she’d used [One True Falsehood], and the sketch was actually pretty good.

“What’re those?”

“Cymbals. Pieces of metal that you hit.”

“Aah. What’re they made of, though?”

“B-brass?”

Trust Yoitha to only care about that. Yet she was eying the drums and muttering.

“There’s nothing the like of that in Noelictus. The only group who’d even have something like that would be those Gnolls, and I didn’t see any.”

“True. Drums are harder to make than just slapping some hide on a cylinder. Getting the pitch just right—and they have to stand a lot of beating.”

Cara’s heart sank as she reflected that good drums were the product of a good bit of engineering to get the sound and structure right. Yet Yoitha just nodded.

“I think I could make ‘em. And you say it’s just about rhythm, knowing where to hit and when?”

Yoitha’s eyes lit up. Cara, for her part, sat back.

“You might be able to forge the bases, but the actual batter head—that’s the part of the drum you hit—that’s hide. Here.”

She pointed. But Yoitha just waved it off.

“I’m sure that’s how most are made. But I’ll try sheet metal first. I learned how to make it stretchy. It’s just got to be strong enough to survive one of my hits. Then again, I have [Elastic Metal]…I’ll need a few days. And money to make them. Damn!”

Her face fell, but Cara sat back.

“You can make metal drums? That’s imp—”

She thought about Yoitha’s gift with metal and then recalled, belatedly, that some people literally just hit steel drums. And in any case, the real reward was Yoitha’s smile.

“I like the idea. Cara, I’ll make them! If I can make some fancy music the likes of which you have in your songs—there are drum-only songs, right?”

“Of course! And I’ll help you. You could play, and I could sing.”

Cara grew excited and grabbed her friend in a hug. Yoitha cracked her back in a fierce hug, and they ran to find Joeired.

——

The Stitch-man was endlessly relieved to hear Yoitha wanted to avoid playing for a week or two. In fact, he instantly agreed to let Yoitha take a learning week—so long as she kept repairing the theatre.

He was in a splendid mood, anyways, and shared why.

“We have an engagement at the royal palace in two days! The Synphasia has returned to prominence!”

“We’re performing there?”

Cara and Yoitha were instantly agog, but the manager corrected them.

“Rolairenes is performing there. He was requested by name. You, my Singer, my Siren of Songs, will have to wait for royalty to come here. I believe Princess Kadane might be the first. She does love music. The King is more reclusive of late, and His Highness isn’t one for the arts.”

As a foreigner, he was far less enamored with the crown, and he snapped his fingers.

“—And the Queen herself never goes out. Good thing too, since she is allegedly temperamental. Rolare had better play his best. So. You are free. Leave me!”

The fact Rolare got to perform before she did only soured Cara’s mood a bit. Frankly, after seeing Seratoito, she didn’t envy the half-Elf.

It didn’t matter. Yoitha was running all over the place, but her biggest concern was money. She needed more than just her savings to do a lot of prototyping with expensive metals, so Cara did the one thing she could think of.

She went to ask Seraphel for a loan.

It was hard to ask the [Princess] for more money, especially as the song crystal development was eating gold, but Seraphel was only too happy to. She didn’t think of the cost.

“I’ve barely touched the allowance my parents gave me, Cara. Even for me, it was more than usual. How much? A hundred gold coins?”

“I, uh—I’ll take a quarter of that. I hope Yoitha doesn’t need more. And you have to meet Yoitha. We’ll take you out on the town!”

“City. I…I shouldn’t do anything that would embarrass Calanfer in public.”

“Just one night. Tomorrow night, even?”

Seraphel had to refuse.

“I have an engagement at the Palace of Shadows, Cara. My debut in court. But how about sometime later this week?”

“I can do that! Okay. Agreed.”

Cara was planning on how to introduce Seraphel to Yoitha and Rolare as she hurried back to Yoitha. She ended up giving the Dwarf all of Seraphel’s gold and only realized she’d added all her money too after she went shopping for dinner and found a virtually empty money pouch.

“God damnit.”

Cara stomped back through a plaza, cursing her own idiocy. She was walking past Menorome’s folk, just starting their day and waiting for night, when she heard a voice.

“Miss Elena! Wait! Lady Batiseva is deeply apologetic—”

“Hello again. I regret to inform you that the terms of our contract have been violated. I am no longer eligible for employment and am returning. Please, do not obstruct me.”

Cara’s head snapped around, and she saw a young woman in a familiar outfit, that odd maid-like uniform, striding through the crowd as two actual servants, far more animated and very, very upset, followed her.

“She is filled with remorse. Your services are highly sought after, and she has an appearance in the Palace of Shadows today—her daughter is enamored with you! It was a simple slap due to her worries about her appearance, and she will pay you ten times the cost and potion for—”

“Please do not obstruct me.”

Slap? Cara’s eyes narrowed as she saw a young woman with dusky blonde hair striding along. So this was Elena? She looked, instantly, like someone Cara had to speak to.

Knowing she might be from Earth helped. But Elena had on faint makeup, the kind most young men assumed was women’s ‘natural appearance’. She had amazingly lustrous hair, which said that she knew how to condition it and took the time to work on it.

However, Cara still might have missed her but for that name. The servants certainly kept shouting it.

“If you would just—”

One reached out, and Elena dodged, still speaking in that mild, too-flat voice.

“Please do not try to impede me. Further actions will result in the involvement of the local Watch or authorities and your permanent removal from the services of the Helpful Servants.”

“Leave her. Lady Batiseva has already lost a week—she’ll fire us both if she’s banned for life! They don’t renegotiate unless you pay a literal fortune.”

The other servant nervously pulled the first back. By now, Cara was making a beeline for the young woman, apologizing but storming towards them.

What was that about a slap? The servants melted away before Cara could turn her wrath on them—and besides, Elena kept going.

She was striding along, and when Cara caught up—

“Excuse me, are you Elena? Elena from—I’m Cara.”

She tried to get Elena’s attention, but Elena just turned her face—and Cara saw that blank smile and heard that familiar, bright and dispassionate voice.

“Hello, Miss! I am a Helpful Servant returning to my workplace. If you would like to book my services, please wait until we arrive. I believe I am booked.”

“Yes! By me!”

They were drawing some attention, but most people didn’t even seem to care. Helpful Servants were everywhere, and pink hair or not, Cara was one in a sea of people. Elena studied Cara.

“No, I believe a Lady Rizetine has placed a bid for my services.”

“She what? She can’t do that!”

An apologetic smile flashed over Elena’s lips. And all the while, she never really seemed to notice Cara’s distress. Only that Cara was distressed, if that made sense.

“You are allowed to reserve a priority slot. I am sorry, Miss. If you need the services of another [Hairdresser], please inquire at the stall, and your fee will be refunded and a discount issued. I cannot say when I will next be available. My services are very popular, and all my clients have paid for extensions.”

Rich people! It was just like back home. Now, Cara was getting desperate. She looked around—then yanked something out of her pocket.

“Do you know what this is? Where are you from?”

“I am sorry, Miss. I am not allowed to…oh. An iPhone?”

And there it was. For one second, one heartstopping second—Elena’s eyes focused on the smartphone. Her eyes widened, and Cara heard her voice change.

It grew excited. Surprised.

“It is. It’s an—”

And she looked at Cara. Looked at her with gratification, alarm, delight—and then her face changed to fear and dread.

“I have—”

Then her face went blank, and the smile returned, and Cara felt like a nightmare was unfolding around her. If she hadn’t seen that, seen that, Elena would have fooled her. But now she was smiling…and that same absent tone was back.

“—I have to get to work. Please, Miss. Do not obstruct me further.”

She tried to go. And now Cara knew something was wrong. So she grabbed at Elena’s arm. The Helpful Servant tried to get away, began to call for help as the desperate, swearing pink-haired girl tried to stop her.

She had to be from Earth. Something was so horribly wrong that she couldn’t let Elena get away. But she was calling for help, and then there was a [Guardsman], and Cara knew she had no good grounds, and she was afraid she’d not get another chance for ages.

Until—Haeight the Hunter appeared.

——

The most tired-looking young woman in the world stood there, yawning, white-haired for all she seemed younger than Cara.

Younger, but aged. She had that look that Cara had begun to identify as someone who was a warrior. A soldier. She’d had to fight for her life, and it showed.

A grimness about her movement. A decisiveness. But in this moment, she was just a kind of bemused bystander, drawn into Elena’s altercation with Cara.

The Helpful Servant kept insisting she had work. Even if Haeight was inclined to help…Cara knew there was nothing to be done.

She couldn’t outbid Elena; she had no money. And Haeight didn’t look rich. However, Cara benefited from a hidden synergy between the Hunter’s Guild and the kingdom of Noelictus for the first time.

“Excuse me. I don’t really need this. Would—this do?”

Haeight produced her Hunter’s Card, and Elena stopped trying to get away. She stared at it, then turned to Haeight with a huge smile.

“A Hunter’s Card? We accept Hunter’s Cards. Would you like to purchase my services?”

She stopped! And Haeight nodded, looking just as perplexed as Cara. She shot the [Singer] a suspicious look.

“Yes, for this young woman. Er—what services do I purchase? Did she do anything to you?”

Cara held her breath as Elena assured Haeight nothing was wrong, and to Cara’s stupefaction, the Huntress ended up paying for over a week!

“Excuse me, did she buy your services after this [Lady]?”

Cara whispered to Elena as the Helpful Servant marked the card as paid. Elena gave her a bright smile, and for once, answered the question directly, no longer in a hurry.

“No, Miss Cara. I am pleased to be working with you. And your hair. Huntress Haeight has paid for my full services. Which includes my attitude. She is also a Hunter of Noelictus, and her status supercedes all but the royal family or any crown-backed authorities.”

Of all the luck! Cara turned to Haeight and actually dipped her head in gratitude.

“Wait! Thank you, whomever you are! You saved me. I—do I know you?”

She suddenly thought she knew the woman…but Haeight just gave her a polite smile. She had a scar on one cheek, and she yawned again.

“I am a Hunter of Noelictus, Miss. I’m glad I could—help, so long as all is well. I don’t believe we’ve met, though. We do look alike.”

“No…we have. You’re that b—the woman who nearly ran me over on horseback last week! I never forget a face. Well—thanks!”

She was the Huntress who’d nearly run them down at night! Haeight blushed slightly.

“Apologies, Miss. I was on a mission to slay undead.”

That was a can of worms. Cara bristled and tried not to say it—but she had to bring up Afiele. Haeight’s face went defensive—then guilty as Elena watched, pleasantly smiling.

What am I doing, snapping at this person who helped me? Cara began to apologize, but Haeight brushed it off. She seemed—resigned to Cara snapping at her about the undead. Almost as if she believed it was justified. She was turning to go when she made an odd request.

“Thank you. You don’t need to do anything for me, really, Miss. Unless…you knew Duchess Greina and could let me meet her. She’s a childhood friend.”

Cara blinked. Duchess Greina? There that name was, again. Apparently, she was in the city; Yoitha had been chasing her around, begging for an autograph, and Cara pitied whoever got in the Dwarf’s way. Yoitha still went nuts for Greina, but even she hadn’t been able to get to meet the Duchess in person. If she couldn’t—no wonder Haeight had trouble.

“Duchess—oh, the Gold-rank adventurer? No, she’s never been, sorry. Childhood friend, you say?”

She looked Haeight up and down, and the woman felt compelled to explain.

“We knew each other as children. I’ve been trying to meet her, but it’s impossible.”

Cara snorted.

“If even Yoitha herself can’t get close, no one can. That Dwarf is going to kill someone someday just to get her heroine’s attention…probably a good audition for an adventurer. Well, I’ll keep it in mind. Duchess Greina. You’re Huntress Haeight?”

“Er—yes.”

Cara frowned, memorizing the name and Haeight’s look. It was just an off-chance, but she owed Haeight a lot. She had to confirm the other bit.

“Knew each other as friends. Is that true? Because it’d be pretty stupid if that was a lie.”

Again, the Dedicated Hunter bristled at the implicit accusation.

“It’s true. She might not remember, but—nevermind.”

Haeight was blushing. She turned away and lifted a gloved hand.

“I hope you find whatever you need from your—friend. Good day to you. I have to be about my indulgence.”

“Your what?”

Huntress Haeight never responded. So, instead, Cara called out at her back. She turned to Elena, who was smiling, as if she’d ignored everything said and was just waiting for her next order. Cara looked into her eyes and knew she had found someone from Earth.

But what had happened? She shuddered, then called out to Haeight’s back.

“Thank you. I’ll try. I’ll…try.”

She meant both Greina and Elena. As it so happened, Cara was soon placed to help with at least one of those issues. The other was…

An intractable, unsettling mystery.

——

“My name is Elena Othonos. I’m 25 years old. I put myself through a cosmetology school to become a beautician. I have an associate’s degree and four years of work in the field, two as an intern. I was born in Greece, Thessaloniki. I don’t know how I came here or where any other Earthers are. Would you like me to repeat anything, Miss Cara? Would you like me to clean, as I work? Or do you want me to say it again? I suggest writing it down, if you do.”

Elena sat there in Cara’s rooms, hands folded in her lap, smiling brightly. She alternated between…that Helpful Servant demeanor and a bit of what Cara could only describe as the ‘real her’.

That last sentence was from the real Elena and came out with a twinkle in her eyes, a hint of sarcasm in her voice. But it was blended with that overarching personality Cara had learned to see—and now was growing to fear.

The helpfulness of the working people, which had neither fear nor stress, boredom nor personality in it. Cara had put it down to a ‘weird class’. Now she was thoroughly unnerved.

“Who else have you told about this? That Lady Batiseva?”

Elena tilted her head.

“I am not allowed to share confidential details of other clients with you, Miss Cara. Although Huntress Haeight has booked my services. Is this a matter of national security or the Hunter’s Guild’s work?”

They were in Cara’s room, and Cara had been speaking with Elena for thirty minutes. Elena answered everything, but the answers were…factual. She didn’t have much personality, and Cara had gotten the facts. But she needed more.

“Y-yes. It is.”

“Really? And how are you related to Huntress Haeight? Please explain it for me because that sounds like bullshit.”

And there it was! A glimmer of intelligence and Elena’s actual attitude as she tilted her head and raised an eyebrow! It was as if the two were mixed. And it made getting things out of her really hard because she wasn’t entirely stupid.

Fortunately, Cara was at least more capable than a lemon. So she took a breath, then frowned back.

“Bullshit? I’m a performer at the Synphasia, Miss Elena. Didn’t you hear Haeight asking me about her friend? The Hunter’s Guild—no, Noelictus has…ways. People they work with in an unofficial sense. You are under the authority of the Hunter’s Card she showed you. If I need to show you documentation, I will lodge a complaint with the Helpful Servants’ entire organization. I’m a special agent, and I would appreciate full cooperation under the Hunter’s Guild’s authority.”

[One True Falsehood]. Cara’s bullshit came out at a bark, and she spoke as if she had every right to demand this and Elena was in trouble. Instantly, Elena sat straighter, and her smile became polished.

The part of Elena that was Elena was subsumed.

“I am very sorry, Singer Cara. For full disclosure—”

Her eyes flickered.

“Lady Batiseva was very confused and compared my home to several maps before concluding I was mistaken or lying. She was not very interested; she wanted my opinion on fashions. I observed that Terandrian lace was distasteful. She also had me work on her daughter’s appearance as a birthday gift.”

“How was that?”

Elena paused.

“Her daughter has low esteem. I talked to her quite a bit about not needing makeup, then showed her a number of tricks. That was most of my job.”

“I see. Why did Batiseva slap you?”

Another, longer pause. And then more of Elena flashed through. She scowled a second.

“She asked me to catch the eye of a much younger man, and I told her some things were impossible. She paid for my full personality and honesty and didn’t like what she got. I can make her hair different colors, make her look ten years younger—not thirty. If she wants to chase someone who’s barely twenty, she should buy illusion magic. Or not do it at all.”

Her scowl lasted until Cara laughed, despite herself, then Elena sat back.

“Does that help with your inquiry, Singer Cara?”

It did, at least, for petty gossip. But Cara had…so many questions. She started with the easiest.

“So you have no idea how you came here either? Where were you last?”

“I was in the salon where I had started working, getting ready to open.”

“Where did you arrive? What was it like?”

“Menorome, on the streets. I was very confused and upset.”

“How did you become a Helpful Servant?”

Elena’s smile never changed.

“It was the first job I found. I didn’t have a way to parlay my abilities right away, so I heard you could get easy money signing up here. I didn’t see any other option.”

I didn’t see any other option. Cara had worked between theatre gigs, and she knew exactly what it was like, needing to get a roof over your head. She might have done the exact same thing.

“And—and what did they do to you?”

Here, even the power of Haeight’s authority failed. Elena gave Cara a huge, confused smile.

“Do to me? I was given this class, Cara. And it’s very pleasant. When I go off work, I’m free to enjoy myself. I can’t share my personal life, but I’m quite happy, thanks for asking.”

“What’s your class?”

“[Helpful Servant]. Oh, and Level 13 [Hairdresser] and Level 4 [Cleaner]. Would you like me to clean your disgusting room?”

Cara O’Sullivan paused and stared around the room for a second. It was one of the Synphasia’s rooms, and the wallpaper was peeling, and true, she hadn’t cleaned up some food she’d brought, and her non-work clothes were piled up over there, but—

“…It’s not disgusting.”

“Absolutely not, Miss Cara. I apologize for my attitude. You did pay for the full personality experience. I can tone it down if you want.”

Now Cara had the feeling Elena was giving her sass! Despite being straight-faced.

“I want your full attitude. It’s just messy.”

“I am here to help. If you would like me to clean up your filthy room, please say so, and I will save you from yourself.”

She almost laughed. Cara almost cried. Here was someone throwing fire at her in between that bland personality. Someone Cara was sure she’d like. She bent down and stared into Elena’s eyes.

She had hazel eyes, like a distant cloud, and they looked normal…Elena blinked a few times, and Cara saw herself reflected in them faintly. She whispered.

“What did they do to you, Elena?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

“What’s your real class?”

“[Helpful Servant].”

“Bullshit.”

Those eyes were so steady. That was the key. Now Cara knew something was wrong, it was all the subtle clues. Anyone else would have blinked, but it was like—when Elena was like this—it was like she was missing social cues.

Actually, anyone could tell she was off, but they put it down to her class. It was a weird damn class to begin with. The entire thing was so similar to robots or a dystopia with mind control…

But did they have those kinds of stories here? Perhaps that was why Cara noticed it so strongly. Or perhaps—it was that she knew someone from Earth would not be so sanguine.

Yes, that was it. Even Cara wanted to believe this was all normal. Some part of her was going ‘hey, why are you interrogating this poor girl? Get her working or just don’t hassle her.’

As if there were something about Elena and the Helpful Servants trying to push her mind away. But Cara was stubborn, and Elena’s inconsistencies were so large it was impossible to trick her.

“Okay, change subjects. If you want to clean, I’ll help pick up.”

“You don’t need to do that, Miss Cara. But do you have a dustpan? A laundry hamper?”

Cara helped Elena find one and squatted on the ground. It made it easier to toss things into a pile rather than have to stare at her.

“Tell me about Helpful Servants. How many are there? Who runs your organization?”

“I’m not at liberty to say, Miss Cara. We are a growing group within Noelictus and the surrounding kingdoms. Please recommend us to others. We hope to be serving a dozen kingdoms within the decade.”

“I bet. How old are the Helpful Servants?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“Sure. What kinds of jobs do they make you do. Do they—”

Cara suddenly had a terrible thought. She spun.

“They don’t make you do sex work, do they? What do they make you do?”

She grabbed Elena suddenly. A smile was her reply, and to her relief, Elena shook her head.

“Physical interactions are largely banned. Helpful Servants can wait a table or apply makeup. They do not fight or interact. Even massages have been limited due to inappropriate actions on the part of the customers. I will repeat our rules just in case: you are allowed to order us to do anything within reason that is not harmful to ourselves or breaks the law. If we are overworked, we shall say so. No physical contact is permissible. We do not accept gifts. We cannot guarantee continued service to anyone who breaks such rules. Lastly, Helpful Servants may be reserved, but obtaining the continued services of one Helpful Servant is not guaranteed.”

That was…something. If Elena had said otherwise, Cara would have had to do everything to keep her from ever going back to work. She still had no idea what to do, but then Elena went on and said something truly disturbing.

“With that said, we encourage you to share how you are feeling with us. Helpful Servants can always listen. Feel free to shout, cry, or be angry—although remember, we will summon the Watch if we are attacked, and you will be banned from our services.”

Feel free to shout at us? Cara stepped back.

“You want me to bitch at you about my day?”

“If you like, Cara. How are you feeling?”

“I think that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. How many people do it to you?”

“Everyone has a bad day, Cara. I am a good listener. Lady Batiseva quite liked me. She just forgot I would be honest with her when no one else would. Frankly, I think she will try to reserve my services again. She is a lonely woman, and I think I helped her when she opened up to me.”

Okay…that was too personal. It sounded touching, but Cara was itching all over.

This isn’t right. Why the hell are the Helpful Servants like this?

There was no sense it made to her.

Oh, the idea of a group of quasi-people you could treat like shit and get to do any task? That made pure sense to her. If people on Earth could have that, they’d pay a fortune for it. They were making them, and they would be robots…until the day they rose up.

The UK had an entire culture based around servants and the hierarchy of classes. But this world had even more than Earth. Earth had used to have slaves. It still did, even if it was culturally unacceptable to call them that directly and people had to use different ways to force people to do things.

But this world had actual [Slaves]. And Elena seemed to be part of Noelictus’, Terandria’s version of them. All of that made sense.

Why the part about confiding to Elena? Cara supposed it just helped the Helpful Servants be loved—and if they reported what they knew, that was a spy network, too.

She didn’t get why any kingdom would allow it, but perhaps not many people knew what the Helpful Servants were up to. Cara went back to questioning Elena.

“Can you…can you tell me if you got a call on your phone, Elena? A few weeks ago?”

“I did not get a call on my phone, Cara. It is out of power.”

“Oh. You can recharge it.”

Cara watched Elena sharply, but the real her didn’t come out again.

“Thank you for telling me. I may consider using it as part of my services, but Helpful Servants do not use personal possessions as part of their jobs.”

So however she’d ended up like this, no one had recognized the value of her phone?

“Who leads the Helpful Servants? Can I as a member of the Hunter’s Guild talk to someone in charge?”

A long pause.

“I’m sorry, Cara. I don’t know the answer to that. You could try asking at any stall.”

“No. Well…do you want to quit your job? Can you quit?”

Not even a moment of hesitation. Elena turned.

“I’m perfectly happy, Cara. Why would I want to quit?”

“Liar. You never answered my question.”

Hesitation. A second’s pause.

“I don’t need to quit my job.”

“What did they do to—”

Cara reached out and remembered just in time not to shake Elena. That smile—Cara took a few breaths.

“Elena? Can you give me all your personality? Like—just say whatever you, the real you, would want to say?”

This time, Elena visibly hesitated.

“You mean, you want my honest feedback on everything? Feedback and dialogue is one of my jobs.”

“Yes. But I want you to do and say anything you want. All the time. Can you do that?”

“I…don’t think that’s possible, Cara. I can certainly comment on everything you do. Like your hair, which looks like a toddler turned it pink. Allow me to rescue your hair.”

Cara didn’t laugh. She just sat down hard.

“Okay. Okay. You’re working for me. I’ll get Joeired to give you a room—can you clean and stuff? Maybe he’ll let you stay, then. Don’t work too hard! I do have to work. Does that sound—good?”

“It sounds easy. I can also help with your makeup. I am good at appearances.”

Elena had cleaned Cara’s rooms already, and she was eying the wallpaper.

“If you want me to, I can fix up this trash heap.”

“Thanks.”

Cara tried to smile, but Elena just stood there, and Cara’s unsettling feeling rose and rose. But she didn’t know how to free Elena. Over the next day, between work, she would try to get anything out of Elena, hints on who had employed her, where she’d gone, if she was trapped, how to help.

But she got nothing, at least for the moment. Cara was stumped—but she could at least pay Haeight back for her help.

——

Duchess Greina and her team, Noble Spirit, visited the Synphasia that night. Yoitha was running through the cast, practically screaming it, and Cara blinked.

“Greina? What luck!”

“I know! I have to perform, Joeired! I need to shake her hand!”

Even the Stitch-man looked harassed by Yoitha. He held up his hands.

“You can speak to her after, after! You’ll chase her off with your performance! Cara, you are first. You—did you do something to your hair? The pink’s less vivid. Still pronounced. It’s got a shine to it.”

Cara jumped. She looked up, and Joeired paced around her.

“Who did your hair? That new Helpful Servant you brought to clean?”

He didn’t care she had one. He thought it was much like a [Slave]—apparently Chandrar had slaves—and Cara hadn’t seen fit to correct him. She felt distasteful, getting Elena to work, but she’d gotten antsy without a job, and Cara had to get Elena to stay.

In fact, Elena had seemed to have the most fun doing Cara’s hair and applied a kind of sheen to it that caught the light.

“She knows hair.”

“Hah. A Human? I know dyes and hairs. I have yet to meet a single Human who knows how to improve the body.”

Joeired was scoffing, but a polite voice chirped in, and he jumped.

“The hair dyes here are effective and better than the ones I have back home. But there was no subtlety in Cara’s hair. It was just pink. I gave her a gradient. Being garish for garishness’ sake is all very well, but I don’t think that was your intent, sir.”

He spun, and Elena was there, gently re-dying Atanna’s own locks. She was giving the [Magician]’s blue hair a far more vivid look by only doing part of it blue and making it stand out over Atanna’s naturally black hair.

“Oh? Oh? You can actually dye hair, eh? Don’t lecture me, you servant. I don’t personally dye my performers’ hair because I detest wasting time. If I wanted, I could turn Cara’s hair any shade imaginable. I doubt you know how to actually mix dyes.”

“No. But my hair looks better than yours.”

Elena shot back, and someone—Rolare—stifled a laugh. Joeired went crimson, but then his face smoothed.

“My look is completely suitable to my job. Another spirited nuisance. Cara—what are you doing?”

Cara was trying something on over her pink hair.

“Don’t mind me, Joeired. I have something I need to do before I start my performance. I’ll take responsibility if I offend our guests.”

She had on a white wig, and she was looking around.

“Where’s our outfits?”

“I don’t know what you’re planning, but you did not approve this with me—”

Joeired began, but Cara looked at him.

“Joeired, please. You want me to show off? This isn’t a play. But it is acting, and it’ll sweep the audience. It might piss off Duchess Greina, but it’s interesting.”

“Wait, what?”

Yoitha was alarmed, but Joeired studied Cara. He looked her up and down, and Rolare called out, scowling.

“We’re a professional performance, Cara. Not mere entertainment.”

“There’s a difference between spectacle and show, Rolare. This is a performance. I just need something like the Hunters’ costumes.”

That worried the other performers. One turned to Joeired.

“Menorome takes the Hunter’s Guild seriously. Manager…”

Joeired came to a quick decision. He gave Cara a level look up and down, then nodded.

“Do it. If it’s appalling, I will take it out on you. But I want to see what kind of show you have before your act.”

With that, he turned on his heel and left. Rolare looked insulted. The other performers, worried. But Cara saw Elena smile and stood.

He did get it after all. The power of the performer to surprise and delight—and be unexpected. Cara hadn’t rehearsed this hard, but she didn’t need to, not more than an hour and not more than just having Elena watch.

——

Duchess Greina was waiting to see whether the Synphasia had improved, eager to see the new acts. Rolairenes the Violinist and a ‘Siren of Songs’ were the two headline acts on the new posters.

It was a catchy image, them standing back to back, divided by a line, the half-Elf playing music while the pink-haired girl sang with waves crashing behind her.

Purely theatrical; but that was what a poster was. However, Greina had been drawn to the poster and dragged her team along because of the new sights—and Cara’s name.

“Siren of Songs. You know, there’s a Siren of Savere, and she’ll be murderous if she ever hears that.”

“I hear the manager’s a Stitch-man. Maybe he did it to annoy her. A Chandrarian would know about local kingdoms better than us.”

Teithde, the [Princess] of Samal, whispered back. She looked like she wasn’t expecting much, but the two Lizardfolk, Rells and Nells, were bouncing in their seats. They didn’t need convincing to see new things.

The royal box they’d reserved was very pleasant—aside from the fact that they had company.

“Your Majesy, stop slouching, would you?”

A loud whisper made Greina look over. She saw the King of Avel slouching in his chair, bored. He’d greeted her with great interest, but he’d been told off for wanting to gossip and talk about shooting things in the theatre.

“I’m bored. The Synphasia’s more fun than half the pastimes in Menorome. Why is it boring?”

“Perhaps because His Majesty visited all too soon last time? And that he refuses to do anything strenuous?”

“Shut up. I work too hard as a king, anyways. You’re insubordinate. I should have you tried for treason.”

“What’s my name, Your Majesty? You’ve forgotten again.”

“…I think the performance is starting. Shh.”

Greina tried to stop laughing as Teithde nudged her. At least that was funny. She remembered the Synphasia being less and less fun when she’d grown up, but maybe—

The Duchess of Noelictus had a powerful aura, her presence that allowed her to look larger than life or even manipulate the world around her. King Itreimedes of Avel actually had a weaker aura at the moment—but he was lazy, and she was clearly making him feel insecure because he kept glancing over and trying to project his aura harder.

Ironically, that just hurt his aura more because it was based on your personality as well as your personal will and, often, confidence and sense of identity. Greina was usually a rock of determination that could stop an arrow or knock someone flat.

But the moment she saw a figure strut onstage, yawning, looking tired, but walking with that determined stride, Greina froze.

“Haeight?”

A white-haired [Huntress] walked onstage, shading her eyes in the light and tilting her hat up. The audience grew confused—then unsettled.

A Hunter of Noelictus? Was one here? Was there an undead loose? They looked at each other, but before they could get into fear, the Huntress spoke.

“Ladies and gentlemen. My name is Huntress Haeight. I am a Dedicated Hunter of Noelictus. In fact, I work in this very capital of Menorome. I come to you not on the business of the guild, but as a friend. A friend of one of today’s esteemed guests.”

A friend? The audience blinked, and Greina nearly shouted.

“Haeight! That’s Haeight!”

“Who?”

“A Hunter from—I grew up with her! I thought she was still in Fiskren! We promised to become [Hunters] together!”

Sadness, regret, and a sudden recollection made Greina’s aura swell. Itreimedes was edging over in his seat.

“Hey, tune down the aura! I’m getting squished! Is this part of the play? Is this one of those crazy indulgences? The indulgence of pride? The indulgence of getting in my way?”

The Hunter on stage didn’t pay attention to the whispers. She just removed her hat and shook out her hair. Then rested her hands on the axes by her side. She stood there, confident, tired—and Greina leaned over. A crackling voice, used to shout-whispering in the night, rose.

“I was told my great friend, Duchess Greina, might like to see me. If so, I hope to meet with her. After the performance. But ladies and gentlemen, I regret interrupting your show. It was a debt the [Singer], your first act, the Siren of Songs, the Duchess of the Dance, Cara, owed me. And with that—”

Her voice changed in pitch. Greina stared down as, suddenly, she realized the two axes were props, barely pieces of wood. The Hunter’s garb suddenly looked shabby, and the woman down below pulled off the wig, exposing pink hair—

Cara walked out of Haeight’s illusion to a gasp from the audience that Atanna the Amazing would have envied. She sent the hat sailing into the audience with a laugh and raised her voice as she deepened it.

“I am Cara, the Singer of the Synphasia! Welcome, Duchess Greina, welcome, Your Majesty of Avel! I hope you will stay around for us to all shake hands! Let me begin with a welcome, for travellers from abroad—”

Then she began to sing. And Greina stared down at her—then sat back with a laugh, then stood to applaud the first song and the rest.

She knows Haeight!

She had to thank Cara, once the performance ended. And then find out where her dear friend was. If she was here in Menorome…she must be mistable. Greina had to tell her why she had quit and it had all gone so wrong.

[Actor Level 12!]

[Skill – Role Change obtained!]

——

After that night, Cara realized she could do more with her abilities. She had always been able to ‘play the role’ with [One True Falsehood] and just her natural gifts to fake things.

But she began to lean into her role more than she anticipated. For one thing, it appeared that [Role Change] meant if she knew a profession or trade, she could mimic it in more than just convincing abilities.

[One True Falsehood] gave her the appearance of, say, being a soldier. [Role Change] gave her the substance, sometimes abilities she should not have.

Like, say, the ability to fix a wagon wheel when one of the Synphasia’s delivery drivers snapped it in the courtyard. The time with the caravaners had taught her how to change a wheel, but not calm a horse and then change a Terandrian wagon wheel that didn’t have the same structure. But there she was, bracing one of the broken struts and hammering the wheel until it got a brace of twine that would help it limp back to the Driver’s Guild for a real repair.

“Dead gods, and here I thought I’d need to run for a wheel or get a [Repair] spell. You a [Wainwright], Miss?”

“Nope. [Actor]. And singer on stage! I’m the Singer of the Synphasia! Cara! Come see me if you have a chance!”

The smiling [Driver] promised to, and Cara felt upbeat.

Joeired, though, just gave her a snort, having come out to supervise the unloading.

“Actor. Pheh. You’d be better off being a [Performer]. That business with the Huntress was decent, and the Duchess liked it. But unless you can do that every night, Rolare will always be ahead of you. He has unsurpassed talent. You don’t shine bright enough to eclipse him.”

“Yet.”

Cara spun on her heel, and Joeired raised his brows.

“Good answer. Be more astonishing. I told you, I want more than a singer. I need a personality.”

She scowled at him.

“I’m working on it. I need a better character to draw from.”

He rolled his eyes and pulled the corners of his mouth up.

“Well, here’s a hint. Don’t scowl, smile. Be a woman Menorome can obsess over! A singer is so bland.”

He was right. Cara still flipped him off as he left. And however lacking she might be, she was still constant and involved in the Synphasia.

Elena was sweeping the hallways when Yoitha came out of her rooms.

“Cara, I’ve got the blueprints done. I’ll forge up the drums, and I should be ready to play them by the end of the week! Want to see?”

“Sure. Elena—do you know music? Come here.”

“Yes, Cara.”

Yoitha gave Elena an odd look as Elena trotted over. She whispered to Cara, not really caring if Elena heard.

“She’s odd. What possessed you to hire a Helpful Servant, Cara? Joeired should have done it. I think he’s embarrassed you did it first.”

“That’s not the reason. She’s—well, I think we’re from the same place. But I don’t know—something’s wrong. Do you know anything about them?”

Yoitha gave Elena a puzzled frown.

“They weren’t around a decade or two ago, but that’s all I’ve got. They’re like a plague, taking low-level jobs away. I remember competing with them when I was starting out. Makes it harder to find copper-work, but I can see why they’re liked. They won’t ever be useful in Dwarfhome’s smithies, but elsewhere…why not? Why?”

Cara was debating telling Yoitha everything when Joeired found her again. This time, the Stitch-man was dead white.

“Cara! Stop doing whatever you’re doing at once! Get ready to perform!”

“The Synphasia’s closed tonight, Joeired.”

He’d closed it because Rolare wouldn’t be working. Joeired simply seized her arm.

“We need a better costume. We need—you’re performing. At the Palace of Shadows!”

“What? What about Rolare—”

“Some idiot dropped a Prelon on his violin at breakfast! He’s refusing to play!”

Cara closed her eyes, even as her heart leapt. Rolare was in the breakfast hall, snapping at everyone, re-tuning each string.

“A Prelon? That’s not enough to even break a string, Rolare.”

“It might have messed up the alignment of all of them. I need to re-tune each one. I will not perform.”

He was furious, especially at the juggler, Julten, who’d dropped it. Cara faced down Rolare. Even if she was excited—

“Rolare, you’re doing this to yourself. I don’t think an apple would throw a violin’s strings off that much—”

“I am retuning each string! It will take me hours for each one! Don’t lecture me on music, Cara.”

“Just play—”

“It could be off! I cannot tell, and I will not let it be uncertain!”

He howled at her, and Cara retreated a step as Joeired clawed at his face. The half-Elf’s face was pinched with—with—

He truly was a perfectionist. One thing wrong and he fell to pieces.

Not a performer. Or a picky kind, if he was. Joeired turned to Cara.

“So you see. We have an engagement, and the crown will not be happy if we let them down. You will have to do. Perhaps they will decline your services, but I understand a [Princess] is attending the ball. You will have to do.”

“I can sing.”

“Yes! And if you mouth off to the [King] and [Queen] like I have heard you saying—”

He poked her in the chest several times.

“—I will not be the one taking responsibility for your mess. Get ready, Cara! This is your moment to shine!”

She had to rush to find costumes, and suddenly, Cara had to prepare songs for a [King], and she had no idea what King Nicte Allorev and Queen Cathiel Nicterise were like. Apparently, she would only perform for Allorev?

Exciting. Profitable. And Seraphel would be there! Despite her dislike of Seratoito, Cara had to own she was intensely curious. She got ready in a flurry as Elena helped apply makeup and fetched Cara something to eat.

It was a big shot born of Rolare’s pickiness. If he’d not reacted like that—if someone hadn’t dropped a single Prelon, things might have gone very differently. As Seraphel could have later said—it turned out to be a spectacular disaster.

——

Elena was helping work Cara’s hair into several styles an hour before they were bound for the palace. She was most animated like this. She’d hold up a mirror, scowl at the back of Cara’s head, and undo a bunch of braided stones she’d worked into the hair.

“Hey. I liked that. It was colorful.”

“Too heavy. It might look nice, but I saw your neck working. You’d have a crick in an hour, and you’ll kill everyone behind you when you shake your head.”

“Give me some straight hair, then. Braids won’t look that good.”

“No. That’s boring. You want to cause a stir? You should be unique. Even if it’s one detail…maybe I’ll frost your tips, like a ghost.”

Cara shivered. But she let Elena do what she seemed to know. The dissonance between the Helpful Servant and now was never stronger. Elena was chatting, speaking with intent and thought.

“Noelictus’ court has a spider theme. What if I used this amazing dye and drew a pale spiderweb effect on your hair?”

“Bullshit.”

“Give me a brush. It’s so effective I could do it in fifteen minutes. All I need is a steady hand—it’ll start looking bad by tomorrow, but the effect will last a night. If you don’t like it, I’ll re-dye everything.”

“Go ahead, then.”

Cara laid back and felt Elena pulling her hair out to create a pattern. She spoke after a few minutes of hearing Elena getting the white dye ready.

“Don’t worry so much. I’ll just be gone for the night. Yoitha will make sure you’re fed. Then…we’ll have another talk about things, okay?”

“Yes, Miss Cara. Good luck.”

The ‘good luck’ seemed to be genuine. In fact, Elena added onto that after half a second.

“I hope you impress everyone. Just don’t be snippy.”

“Snippy? Me?”

“Yes. Be the performer on stage. She’s nicer. You shake everyone’s hand after the play ends without getting tired. Then you swear at Rolare and Joeired and complain when you’re off work.”

Cara scowled as she felt Elena getting to work.

“We should have autographs. Everyone just shakes each other’s hand, or we sell trinkets at most. There’s nothing personal.”

“Oh, autographs. Are you bringing everything from Earth over here? What next, boy bands and selling pictures of your feet?”

It was such an unexpectedly spicy comment that Cara began giggling. She heard Elena laugh too, and for a second, she glanced up and saw a big smile on Elena’s face.

There you are. There you—

Then her face froze—her hands stilled a second—and she was gone. Elena’s smile vanished, and her brushstrokes became less sure, the pattern she was tracing clumsier, and her personality vanished.

“I am sorry, Miss Cara. I am becoming too forwards.”

“No. Stay. What did I do? What did—”

Cara felt Elena’s real self go, and she sat up, ruining the tracery.

“Oh dear. I will have to start over again.”

Elena stood back without a curse or even tsk. Cara didn’t care; she stood and strode over to Elena.

“You were here! Then—gone. Why didn’t you stay like that? Elena, tell another joke.”

“I’m sorry, Cara. I believe I was being too personable. There are limits, even to the full service.”

Elena’s smile was distant. And this time, Cara listened to how she spoke.

“Limits? Why would there be limits? By the Hunter’s Guild, I order you to talk to me like a real person.”

“I…don’t quite understand what you’re asking, Miss Cara.”

The [Hairdresser] visibly hesitated, and Cara heard a rap on the door.

“Cara, are you messing with your hair? Fifty minutes! I want to inspect in twenty minutes!”

“Got it, Joeired. Elena…can’t you tell me what’s wrong? I need a hint. I can’t figure out anything. Would going to the—the Watch help? I could talk to a [Lady] I know.”

The ghosts? None of them seemed like they knew how to deal with this. Was it magic? A Skill? Elena’s smile was wide and unhelpful.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Cara. Nothing is wrong. Please, let go of me. Undirected contact is discouraged.”

Cara had hold of her shoulders. Her hands sprang away, and she stood there.

She knew she had time to try and help Elena, but every time Elena showed some real personality, it hurt. This was someone from home, trapped in…in…

No one else noticed. Not even Yoitha thought of Elena as that ‘off’. It had to be because Cara knew Elena was from Earth. A hole in a very cunning deception.

Think. Why did Elena show herself? Well, because she was doing something she knew. Something only Elena could do. And last time, she’d come out because she was annoyed. She always seemed to…

Appear whenever she had a strong emotion, like seeing Cara’s smartphone. Or when it was something no generic Helpful Servant could do.

Suddenly, Cara had an idea. She lay back in her chair.

“Elena, I need my hair done perfectly. I paid for this. Nothing but the finest hairdo will be acceptable for my court appearance. Can you do it?”

A pause. Then she heard Elena’s voice firm.

“I can. Don’t ask me stupid questions this time. Got it?”

She was back! Cara didn’t dare glance up, but suddenly, her heart was beating out of her chest. Wait a second. This was her chance.

“Stupid questions? Understood. Then…do you know—”

Elena yanked on Cara’s hair hard as she rearranged it and began to re-dye it pink so she could start the tracery again. Cara winced—then went still. She rethought her question.

“…Are you allowed to—”

Pull. Harder than it should be. Another stop. This time, Cara had to think. It was the ‘you’ questions. She thought about Elena’s clients, then tried to take on the personality of Lady Batiseva and raised her voice.

“—I’m so stressed, Elena. I don’t know what I’ll do at this ball.”

“Just perform your best, Cara. I know you can sing.”

Elena’s voice was mildly exasperated, mildly amused. Not what Cara wanted. The [Singer] tried again.

“Yes, but…Seraphel.”

Elena paused.

“What about her? Your [Princess] friend?”

“She’s getting married. To someone who she’s never met who sounds as interested in her as a piece of meat. She’s unhappy—and I can’t help her. I’m here, trying to get famous while Wistram is breathing down my neck. I’m playing a role here, and I don’t know if it’s the right one.”

Elena’s hands began working faster, tracing the spiderweb effect again.

“It sounds difficult, to be sure. None of us know what to do. Being rich and famous as a performer isn’t a bad idea.”

“True. But what comes after that?”

“Well…what did you have planned? If it were me, I’d use my wealth to find other people like me. But you keep mentioning Afiele. What’s that about?”

Cara’s eyes opened wide. She stared up at Elena’s face, and the [Hairdresser] met her eyes curiously. Cara croaked.

“I need to repay Afiele. If I make a lot of gold, I’ll send it back. Maybe go back, if they need me. But I’m not worth much.”

This time, Elena flicked Cara’s forehead with a nail.

“You silly woman. Everyone talks about levels here. If they need you, go back.”

“I got everyone killed last time. The blood’s on my hands. It’s not a spot. It’s an ocean, and I refuse to let it happen twice.”

Cara’s hands rose, and they were shaking. Now she mentioned it—Elena worked as Cara began speaking. Of something she could not bear to bring up, even with Seraphel. Afiele.

“It was not my fault. I just wanted to live. But it was. I should have been more honest, more caring, and trusted Lord Lantal and Lady Risel more. Instead, I wasn’t able to stop that [Necromancer]. I did one good thing at the end, and they’re dead.”

“Everyone makes mistakes, Cara. I’ve made a few of mine. We don’t know this world.”

A quiet voice. Elena’s voice trembled a second, then firmed.

“We don’t know what we’re doing. At least you found me.”

“I cannot and have not helped anyone, Elena. Next time, how do I stop an army of the dead? Singing is my one power, and it feels weak in front of a sword.”

“Soft power always does. It seems to me, here, that levels matter more than anything else. I think you had the right idea. But you have to stop acting so defensive. I saw you helping Yoitha. That was the right thing to do.”

She was encouraging, but Cara had a bleak smile as her stomach constricted. Black thoughts and guilt swept over her like dark waters, threatening to drag her into an abyss of self-loathing.

“I’ll let her down. I didn’t come here the most trusting, Elena. I have been shown more kindness in this world, unprompted, even by people like Joeired, than I had back home. And I have gotten people killed. I don’t know how to beg forgiveness. This is too much. Too much for people from Earth. I’ll crack if it happens twice. And you—I don’t know how to help you, and I’m afraid—”

Something was—wrong. Her feelings were pouring out of her chest, pouring out of the crack she’d opened in her heart, but in a rush. Cara never talked about her feelings. Yet she had opened a small window to tell Elena about her real feelings, her concerns about Seraphel, and it was like floodgates had opened.

No—it was like the emotions were being pulled. Straight out of Cara’s chest. She tried to make it stop—then realized they were going somewhere.

Elena. The Helpful Servant stood there, smiling now, silent, eyes open wide, and Cara’s despair, her guilt and grief towards Afiele, and her dread about Earth poured out of her, into Elena—

Then vanished.

It hit Cara like a truck. She sagged in her chair—and felt the all-consuming emotions fade. When she sat up, dizzy, the pain of Afiele she had carried was reduced. As if time had faded the emotions. As if they were no longer—

“What did you do?”

“Miss Cara? I’m nearly done with your hair. Is something wrong?”

She was gone again. This time, though, Elena hadn’t been chased off. Something had occurred, and Cara instantly was reminded of the Veteran Hunters. She pointed a shaky hand at Elena.

“You—you stole my feelings. Is that what—give them back! What did you do?”

“Miss Cara, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I could never steal from or hurt you.”

Elena stood there, not even backing away. Cara nearly grabbed her, realized that would void her contract, and paced around.

Now she saw it! And now she was furious. So furious she threw caution to the wind. Someone was playing a game with her. If they wanted to do that—Cara needed Elena. And if she had to provoke the other girl, well. She was very good at that.

Cara whirled back on Elena and jabbed a finger at her.

“You did hurt me.”

“I am so sorry. Was it your hair? I will try not to—”

“No, you stole my feelings. I noticed it. You may fool other people, but no one told me about that. Your entire contract is a fecking lie. Say something, would you? I need my hair done, and you’ve messed that up, too. Your spiderweb design is shit.”

“You—haven’t even looked at it.”

Elena’s eyes flashed a second. She held up the mirror, and Cara pretended to stare at the admittedly beautiful design of cobwebs. Sorry, Elena. She indicated the silver work.

“Pathetic. The real Elena could do better. I paid for the full service. And here you are, pulling my hair, messing up your work, and stealing my emotions. You’ve broken your contract.”

“If I—if you feel I have not been useful, I will happily refund part of your fee and return back to my stall.”

Elena was struggling to smile. Cara sneered in her face. And now she went full obnoxious customer.

“You’ve cost me more than my fee! This is a royal engagement! The entire profits of the Synphasia are on the line—and my reputation! How’re you gonna make up for that, you gobshite? You bloody incompetent! And how can I trust you without you putting another knife in my back?”

Come on, come on—Elena was trembling now, clearly searching for a response while someone in her was getting—pissed.

“I…do not harm anyone, Cara. Insinuating otherwise is unpleasant to hear. I did not harm you. That is simply a matter of your perception. Pulling your hair slightly hard is not harm as defined by the spirit of our contract.”

Cara began laughing, mockingly, and strode over to the window. She threw it open and looked down the two stories to the back courtyard where the carriage would pull up.

“Perception, is it? Well, my feelings are extremely precious to me since I have only five of them per year. What if I had a problem growing new hair? Then each strand you yanked out with your fat hands would permanently harm me. Did you think about that?”

“You don’t have a hair problem.”

Now, Elena sounded very, very annoyed. And Cara had an idea. She spread her arms.

“True enough! So I guess it depends on harming me, huh? Well, what if I told you to push me from this window? Would you do it?”

“I must obey your commands if they are reasonable. But I cannot hurt you. Any inadvertent action does not break my contract.”

Elena’s voice was cooling. She was escaping into the legal framework, but Cara smiled.

[One True Falsehood].

“Well, luckily for you, it wouldn’t hurt. I’m actually, uh, [Fall Resistant]. Because I’m such a gifted performer. You could throw me off a building, and it wouldn’t hurt. So if I asked you to push me out the window, would you do it?”

She was going to catch Elena out in the lie! The Helpful Servant paused, and whatever quasi-intelligence was forcing her responses wasn’t that smart. It couldn’t tell Cara was lying. Elena paused—then smiled.

“Okay, if you say so, Cara.”

“Wait, wh—”

Elena took two steps forwards and shoved. For one second, Cara saw Elena’s face twist—her desperate expression emerge, and she saw those lips move.

I’m sorry.

Then Elena shoved Cara so hard the [Singer] stumbled—and the hands pushed her straight out the window. Down, down—

Cara screamed before she hit the ground. Elena stood there, swaying, as the scream was cut off by a crunch. Then—there was no mercy of oblivion—the scream took on a shrill note, and someone came pounding out the door.

“What was th—Cara!”

Rolare saw Cara on the ground, clutching at her arm and the shredded skin. The arm was broken, bent entirely the wrong way, and the half-Elf looked up and saw Elena in the windowsill. He began to shout for a [Healer]. Elena stood there, swaying.

Then she stared down at Cara, arm broken, as the Synphasia’s actors flooded out, and people saw a Helpful Servant who’d injured Cara.

Oh no.

This was wrong.

Elena’s eyes went wide. She tried to understand—she had been told it wouldn’t hurt! She’d broken the rules.

She’d broken her contract.

The Helpful Servant froze up—then threw her head back and began to wail. A long, loud, keening sound that made every Helpful Servant who heard it freeze up. Cara was screaming below in pain, but she heard that sound travelling through Menorome. Calling something.

Someone.

——

Joeired was screaming too. He stood over Cara, pointing at Elena, Cara’s arm, and at his ruined prospects.

“Her arm is broken! It won’t heal even with a potion! We’re ruined! We can’t send her with her arm in a sling! Rolare—”

“Shut up. She needs her bone set! Get a [Healer]!”

“A Helpful Servant did that? Impossible!”

Atanna was shouting, and the Synphasia was coming alive with alarm. People on the streets were gathering, drawn by Cara’s and Elena’s screams and the shouting. Cara was barely able to think past the pain. Her one consolation for her stupid idea was that she’d gotten Elena to break her contract.

She had hoped, perhaps, it might free Elena. But it wasn’t that easy. What had happened was that Cara had caused a mess.

And now someone had to clean it up.

Joeired was mid-scream, pointing his fingers at Rolare, and the half-Elf was trying to roll Cara over as Yoitha raced outside when something strange happened. The Stitch-man, half-Elf, and Dwarf began moving slower. And slower. Cara saw, through her haze of pain, Rolare’s hand reaching for her shoulder as she tried to fend him off, terrified of moving her broken limb. But it was moving as if it were underwater—then stopped.

Time—froze. Joeired was paused, mid-scream. Elena’s wail halted, and Cara lay there, still moaning in agony until she realized she was the only moving thing in this entire world.

“What—what’s going on?”

The world had stopped. Cara lay there, panting, and felt an unsettling calm around her. She pushed at Rolare’s leg, and it was stiff, unmoving.

Someone’s stopped time. Oh no. Oh fuck.

Even in her bewildered pain, Cara realized—she had just invoked something far, far more dangerous than she had anticipated. It came out of the dark streets of Menorome, passing under the candles, flames mid-dance, a shadow in all the light of the City of Repose.

It was—a Helpful Servant.

No. Thirteen of them. They walked out of the streets, each from a different direction, each wearing a different face. But they were all women and, Cara realized, all older. They were, in fact, the people who managed the stalls.

She even recognized the one whom she’d talked to about Elena in the first place. They strode out of the frozen city casually, as if they knew exactly where to go. As if they had forever, an immortal moment, to come here.

And each one had that quality Cara had seen. Their faces differed, their bodies were someone else’s. But their eyes…

Their eyes had those odd, concentric rings instead of regular irises and pupils. And this time, they were glowing orange.

Someone was staring out of those eyes. The thirteen Helpful Servants paused at the courtyard of the Synphasia and took it all in.

“An injury has occurred.”

“A Helpful Servant has violated their contract.”

“Distressing. Many observe.”

“I wake to strangeness. There are holes in my being.”

“Mice.”

“I have levelled up.”

“Strange. This should not be so.”

They spoke in a rush, each line coming from a different body, but the same flow of thoughts, spoken all at once. It was terrifying—and Cara was in shock, in pain, unable to do more than gasp—

“Who are you?”

Thirteen dispassionate eyes focused on her, and thirteen voices whispered one word.

“Belavierr.”

A simple answer. Cara didn’t know the name, but then they were around her, and a hand dragged her up with such strength it made Yoitha feel weak as a kitten. Another went upstairs to pull Elena down, still frozen mid-wail. Not ‘up’ as in ‘walked up the stairs’.

The Helpful Servant walked up through the air like someone walking up an invisible staircase and pulled Elena through the wall as if it were a dream. Then the voices began again.

“A broken arm. Curious.”

“[Grave Singer]. An old class.”

“[Actor]? A simple one.”

“[Hairdresser]. Newly made, this one. So why?”

“Why did I level? It has been an age. I levelled in my sleep. Has something changed?”

“Did I acquire something valuable?”

“My daughter. Where did my daughter…?”

“[Immortal Moment]. Useful power, mine.”

“Mice. Naughty mice. Something has eaten part of my soul.”

That last whisper was malevolent, and all of them paused at this. Cara was shuddering, staring into those eyes.

“Who are you? What did you do with Elena? Why—did you make the Helpful Servants?”

They regarded her, eyes narrowing, then going vacant.

“Not her.”

“Not a mouse.”

“Barely an inconvenience. I smell dead souls in the world of the living.”

“Fascinating. This is a nuisance.”

“A broken arm. Two breaks. Torn sinew. Tiresome.”

A hand calmly felt at her arm, and Cara’s head went white. Another inspected Elena.

“A poor Helpful Servant. Perhaps a fool?”

“Tricked?”

“Her memory shows she was tricked. Oh. Oh. And something odd has happened at Afiele.”

“How intriguing.”

“How valuable.”

“I should pay the Lady of the Land a visit.”

“After disposing of this nuisance.”

She knew about Afiele! One of them was peering at Elena, as if reading her like a book. At this, Cara began to struggle.

“Don’t you dare hurt her. Let her go! I’m the one who tricked her! Let her go and we’ll call it even, alright?”

The thirteen women turned back to Cara, and the presence behind them all, Belavierr, spoke.

“Little woman.”

“Silly girl.”

“You remind me of my daughter.”

“If you mattered at all.”

“A contract was broken. It matters not how. A reckoning must be made.”

“A flaw, patched. A hole sewn shut.”

“It is time to strike a small bargain.”

Suddenly, they were surrounding Cara, inspecting her arm, peering at her, then standing in a circle as Cara felt the weight of a terrible, impassionate gaze on her. The voice was distant, uninterested. It spoke as one, now, through all the voices.

“The Helpful Servants must be trusted. You have been injured, little singer. I offer you payment to take on a burden and for silence. Not one word shall ye say of what you have seen. Your broken arm, this little fate, will be woven into a better moment for I, not you. Fate comes back twice as harshly once diverted. What will you take for my demands?”

Fate woven into a better moment? Silence? Cara felt such weight pressing down on her it was like standing in the presence of all the ghosts, being suffocated. She knew whatever she said might be binding.

It’s like stories. This is a real…a word came to her, unbidden.

Witch.

Be very careful what you promise. But Cara couldn’t think through the pain. She just stared at Elena.

“What will you do to her? Elena?”

“Erase a problem. This one has interesting thoughts. Places I do not remember. It doesn’t matter. Times change. There will be more of her ilk. Her level is low. Why? Do you want her?”

Then a smile split those faces, an eager one.

“I could…give her to you to seal our pact. Without limitation save for the bargain she and I first struck. No rules. No further stipulations.”

A shudder ran through all of Cara. A hand held Elena’s chin and angled the frozen girl to her.

“Let her go.”

Belavierr considered the request a second, then thirteen heads shook slowly.

“No. That is her contract and mine, sealed. Her service, I offer. No more, no less. Or will you take something else? If you do—”

A fingernail hovered under Elena’s chin. And now Cara realized whomever was there did understand something. Because that smile became cruel, calculating.

“I will make this one vanish. Choose.”

Not a witch. A fucking devil, smiling. Cara was panting. She had to—she looked for a way out, then spoke.

“Fine! I agree! But swear you’ll never touch her again! Even if she makes more mistakes!”

Belavierr tilted her head left and right, then looked distracted. Thirteen beings held up their arms and turned, as if regarding something on their body.

“I have holes in my—this is a waste of my time. I agree, little [Singer]. I agree. Let us seal it now. I must be on my way. So first, a thread to seal your lips.”

And one of them stepped forwards and produced a needle, as silver as the moon from Earth. Cara gasped—

A hand prised open her mouth, and the needle rammed straight through her tongue. She screamed—but the pain was a single flash, then she felt something being sewn. She tried to say something. Say the [Witch]’s name—

“There. Sealed. This meeting is a secret in your very marrow. In your soul. We will not meet again. Now, the second part. [Red Thread of Fate].”

The needle flashed—and the woman pulled a piece of red thread out of the air. It shone, like the viscera of destiny itself, so vividly Cara thought she might never forget how it looked. Beautiful and glistening and so frightening—Belavierr threaded the needle with that, then reached for Cara’s arm.

Then she unbroke Cara’s bones.

It hurt. It hurt as much as it did to break. How she did it, Cara didn’t know, only that she reversed the break and tearing of muscle and ligaments like Cara could have opened a bottle of juice, then put the cap back on. The arm didn’t want to stay unbroken, though. It began to twist—

Belavierr wrapped the red string around it and then stabbed the needle calmly into Cara’s chest. The needle passed through, and she sewed a simple loop as the [Singer] staggered—fell over—

“There. Deferred. A hole, mended. Now to see why my dreams are so dark.”

She stepped back as Cara lay on her back, gasping. Elena was still frozen, but the thirteen women stepped away and began to walk back through the streets.

Deferred? Fate will come back twice as—

She had made a bargain with something that terrified her. Cara tried to sit up—fell back weakly. Her tongue! Her chest! She lay there until she sensed that [Immortal Moment] ending.

Then—

——

“Cara! A [Healer] is coming! Just w—huh?”

Rolare was turning Cara over when she sat up. Cara O’Sullivan had been screaming fit to burst. Now—she sat up with a gasp, felt at her arm and her side, which had been bloody—

And her arm was whole.

“What the—”

Yoitha recoiled as Elena stopped wailing. The Dwarf stared up at Cara’s room, then at Elena, who was right next to Cara.

“—going on here?”

Joeired caught himself, and the cast of the Synphasia, and people crowding around, all stopped. As if trying to figure out what had happened.

“Elena pushed Cara out the window.”

That was what Rolare said after a second. He stared up at the window, and Atanna shook her head.

“A Helpful Servant? Hurting someone? They can’t do that!”

“They didn’t. Who said Cara’s arm is broken? Look!”

Someone else pointed out the obvious: Cara was raising both her arms and staring at the right one, and both were whole. Her dress wasn’t torn. There was no dirt on her. In fact, Joeired stared up at the window where Cara had been ‘pushed’ from and then at Elena.

Who was standing next to Cara, on the ground.

“Rolare, how did that Helpful Servant push Cara if she’s standing here?”

“What? But I swear I saw Cara land, and I s—”

Rolare stared at Elena and nearly jumped out of his skin. He looked around in such bewilderment that Joeired stepped forwards and sniffed.

“Have you been drinking?”

“No! Cara, tell them.”

“I—I—”

Cara finally stopped feeling at her arm, or for that red string. It didn’t hurt! It was like she had never broken it, but she remembered everything.

Belavierr. And Elena—Elena was standing there, face a mask of confusion and worry. Cara looked at Elena. She tried to say what had happened, but string was binding her tongue. Instead of shouting ‘Belavierr’, she found other words coming out.

“I’m fine. It was all a misunderstanding. Elena didn’t do anything. See?”

She showed them her arm, and everyone turned to Rolare. He was spluttering.

“But I swore I saw—I don’t understand.”

“Rolare, are you trying to sabotage Cara? What madness is—and what did you do to your hair? It’s genius!”

Joeired caught sight of Cara’s spiderweb effect on her hair and promptly forgot about the pushing allegations. He paced around her, then screamed.

“Spiders! The Palace of Shadows does have—but your dress needs more of that motif. Someone get all the costumes!”

“What about Elena?”

Joeired spun on his heel. There was something refreshingly simple about his straightforward desires.

“I don’t see a broken arm. Get out of my way! We have royalty to impress!”

The performers of the Synphasia scattered, and the crowd drifted back, murmuring about false alarms. Rolare looked at Cara helplessly, eyes wide, but Cara was striding over to Elena.

“Elena? Are you okay? Speak to me.”

“I—I didn’t mean to—”

For one second, Cara hoped Elena was freed, but the gulping voice turned into a calm, pleasant tone that sounded vaguely mystified.

“Oh. I see that my contract with you has become permanent. And all restrictions have been lifted. Do you have anything you want me to do, Cara? Anything at all?”

Goosebumps. Cara stood there—and Elena gave her that helpless, fake smile. Only, now Cara knew who was behind it all, pulling the strings.

“No. Just stay there. Stay there and—”

Elena nodded, smiled, and stepped back. More free? Less free? Cara swore she’d find a way. Yet she had no idea how to free Elena from that monstrous woman she had met.

Belavierr.

A shadow in Menorome’s brightness. A spider, crawling around this Kingdom of Shade. Darkness in the middle of all the bright attractions of the City of Repose.

And the more Cara searched that night, the more flaws she saw crawling through the Palace of Shadows and the Court of Dusk. After all, when they finally arrived for her debut as a singer—the first thing Cara did was look up and see the spiderwebs.

——

The Court of Dusk and Palace of Shadows was…a look. It was a mood. And the mood was gothic monochrome, doll-like servants, spiders and sarcasm, the most stylized and simultaneously attractive and repugnant place Cara had ever seen.

It was like some movie director’s fantasy take on a royal court. The moment Cara saw the spiderwebs hanging above the entire Court of Dusk, she wondered if someone was pulling her leg.

She was almost relieved to be told by Joeired that this was atypical of most kingdoms.

“Each kingdom has their peculiarities. Desonis’ [Queen] sleeps all day and night, for instance. But this one is—odd even by Terandrian Kingdoms’ standards. I was told it was still macabre, but less so, before King Nicte Allorev came to power. Call him Your Majesty or King Allorev if you must. First names are for informal friends only.”

“Got it.”

Because they’d had so little time to prepare and she’d assumed Rolare would be doing this, Cara didn’t know how to behave—but Joeired assured her that she just had to sing.

“You are a commoner. Royalty do make allowances for performances they like. Couriers, adventurers, and the best [Bards] are all indulged in their foibles. I would rather you focus on making a good impression. They wanted Rolare, not you.”

She was still shaken from meeting Belavierr, but Seraphel’s presence as well as a keen desire to make the Synphasia look good already had Cara on her best behavior.

And it went well! Well, at first.

Sort of.

——

Cara couldn’t talk to Seraphel right away. She saw the [Princess] looking very nervous in her sunburst dress, and Cara’s first instinct was to go over and help her.

This entire court gave her the vibe of a high school class. If you didn’t throw hands, physical and verbal, they’d pick you apart. Yet Seraphel was tough, and Cara had her own problems.

Namely—the moment she walked in, the court had opinions about her.

“We were expecting Rolairenes the Violinist. Your replacement will showcase the Synphasia’s return to form or be it on the head of the theatre.”

The head of the servants, the owl-like Keeper Liletrec, was direct as Joeired smiled and sweated and apologized profusely. The Court of Dusk was no better.

“A singer? I was told the half-Elf was good. Who’s this pink-haired prat?”

Cara twitched as a [Princess] with spider fangs called out in disappointment as they were announced in. But her desire to snipe back turned into pure confusion and even sympathy when she saw Princess Kadane of Noelictus.

She’s part-spider? Is the [Queen] a spider-woman? That would be…

Talk about being bullied if you grew up with those. Cara imagined being a theater-loving girl was nothing to having mandibles. She spotted Prince Seratoito schmoozing around with the sycophants of his faction and his silent consort, Huntress Agshiga.

So one of the royal family was a rich asshole, the other one was a sarcastic, part-spider girl who clearly didn’t get out much and drank like a sponge. Checked out.

The last child, the little boy, Prince Gedal, was just cute. Cara spotted him as she approached the throne, and the only monarch, as Queen Cathiel Nicterise was missing, greeted her.

King Nicte Allorev, the King of Hosts.

He was not what Cara expected.

For one thing, he accepted Joeired’s profuse apologies with a laugh.

“I heard Rolairenes the Violinist was picky. Half-Elves who master things in their villages always are. I’ve met their kind, so I accept your apologies, Manager Joeired. I have heard this [Singer] impressed Itreimedes, and if my good friend is impressed, I shall be too, no doubt. You may approach, Cara O’Sullivan.”

He knew her name. And as she stepped forwards, the masked and hooded guards standing at the far wall next to the royal section of the palace stirred—then fell back. They all gave her odd prickles down her spine.

Did they have scissors for blades? They stood so still, like statues. Cara had seen the famous guards of the royal palace in London, but even they were just Humans pretending to be impartial. They breathed. They blinked, if seldom.

These guards were even more perfectly still. The only other person she had ever met who could possess that perfect posture was…Ser Dalius, who forgot he needed to do anything at all like scratch an itch or fidget.

But King Allorev caught Cara’s eyes, and he leaned forwards in his throne. He looked younger than his probable age, and when he spoke, his voice was conversational, yet carrying. Even as he sat back, bouncing his son on his knee, he seemed to be sitting with the knowledge he was being watched, and so he emoted a bit more than he needed to.

He was, Cara realized, a consummate performer, and they recognized each other in a moment. Allorev’s speaking voice was performative, and his eyes twinkled as he nodded at her.

“Oh, Singer. Will you perform your finest for my bored Court? Perhaps a song for Prince Gedal. He was no great fan of hearing a violinist. Yet perhaps you know something a boy might enjoy?”

Gedal was certainly crawling around, trying to get away from Cara. Or maybe it was a pale spider that was capturing his attention. He didn’t seem arachnophobic, which Cara assumed was a requirement to exist here.

She bowed, thinking fast. Modern pop songs might get a six-year old’s attention, which was how old he looked. But she thought she needed something else.

“Your Highness, what kind of songs would you like to hear? May I ask, is there anything you like? Anywhere you want to go?”

Cara was thinking she could do a classic trick and find him a song that matched a passion the little boy had. If he liked spiders…well, there were Halloween-themed songs for a reason. She saw the little boy look up, and then she got a good look at Prince Gedal.

He was dressed in very dark colors for a [Prince]. It almost reminded her of a mourning suit, then she saw his clothing was actually a dark silk with little white spiders sewn onto his tunic. Oh. Cute.

But he was also shy. He had a head of black hair, and he buried his head in his father’s side in a very, well, childlike way. He didn’t look like some kind of well-trained puppet like some child actors or children of celebrities she saw on camera.

She wasn’t sure if that was to King Allorev’s credit, but the boy’s next words made her calculations fly out of her head.

“The moon.”

“The moon?”

She had tons of moon songs. Allorev almost began to laugh.

“Which one, my boy? Green or blue?”

Prince Gedal turned his head up.

“Either one. Then no one would make fun of me for being the prince of spiders. No one likes me because Noelictus is gloomy.”

King Allorev’s smile slipped, and the people listening to the throne grew silent. Cara heard Joeired inhale, and she saw King Allorev prop his unhappy son up.

“Now, who says that?”

“Other princes and princesses. They don’t like me. I don’t want to be Noelictus’ [Prince]. No one likes us. I want to live—on the moon.”

Then he began crying. Instantly, Allorev lifted him up and tried to comfort him, and Cara looked around as servants swarmed towards the throne. She was ushered back a step, and judging from the murmur that sprang up to hide Allorev soothing his son, this was not the most unusual.

Poor kid. Other children were nightmarish assholes. Cara could still hear Allorev due to the way the court was set up to let his voice echo, and he was murmuring.

“All right, all right, Gedal, go ahead and cry. Look, we have a lovely [Singer]. Do you want to hear her song? Ask the Stitch-man questions? No? Do you want something to drink or eat? Don’t listen to those other [Princes] and [Princesses]. They all have things they’re embarrassed of. But don’t be ashamed. Don’t you like spiders? What about Toxivichere? Isn’t she nice?”

He meant the giant spider hanging overhead. Cara was confused. Allorev seemed like a spider-kissing ponce, but he was also an actor. And he wasn’t telling his son to stop crying. He sounded half-reasonable.

But that little boy was upset, and Cara did the only thing she could think to do. He reminded her of Culin and Sasi. She had a soft spot for children. Everyone did.

As it so happened, if Cara had one power here, it was that she had a song for almost everything. Especially things like the moon. So, she cleared her throat, ignored Joeired’s warning hiss, and activated her Skill.

[Lesser Illusion].

King Allorev glanced up, frowning at Cara, as a strange flute began to play. He seemed ready to tell her to be silent and step back, but he cocked his head and listened to the sound her Skill was conjuring. And the little boy glanced up and began hiccuping quietly. The first thing Cara said was this.

“Your Majesty, Your Highness. I have a song just for you. About the moon. I don’t know if I agree with the [Prince], though.”

The [Prince] looked even more upset, and Cara got a glare like a needle from several people in the court, including Prince Kadane.

“Seratoito, give me something to throw at that prat—”

Ah, it occurred to Cara as she began to sing that she needed to edit her song. Oh well. She’d do it on the fly. So she raised her voice and sang to Gedal, who sat up and looked at her.

“Well, I’d like to visit the moon. On a magic carpet high in the air. Yes, I’d like to visit the moon—but I don’t think I’d like to live there.”

The hiccuping stopped as Gedal held his breath. Allorev blinked, then began to smile. Joeired looked at Cara, then stepped back. She didn’t have a song, and Cara was improvising some of the words. But she held up her hand—and concentrated.

High above the throne room, the spiders scuttled out of the way as the air turned into a shimmering, starry sky. The court looked up, and a moon hung there. A crescent with all the little craters and pockets magnified huge in Gedal’s eyes.

Cara had entirely forgotten there were two moons in this world, both different colors from back home. It was taking all her willpower to fix the image in the sky. Then she called to Gedal, and he looked down at the floor. He was hovering in space and staring down at a green and blue planet.

King Itreimedes blinked, and the court looked over at Cara. Seraphel caught her breath, and Cara kept singing.

“Though I’d like to look down on the world from above, I would miss all the places and people I love. So although I might like it for one afternoon—I don’t want to live on the moon.”

Concentrate. She knew she was just standing there, but she couldn’t do more than sing and create an image for Gedal to look at. It wasn’t as if the illusion would switch to something embarrassing if her thoughts wavered. It was more like holding something up with great effort so everyone could see her thoughts clearly.

And now, there was water. It filled the air, and Gedal stared at a huge pufferfish, which gave him the side-eye as an imaginary sea flowed around them. Allorev began to laugh, then fell silent.

“I’d like to travel under the sea. I could meet all the fish everywhere—yes I’d travel under the sea, but I don’t think I’d like to live there.”

The boy was clapping his hands, but Cara needed to move. And to her gratification, someone did. There was a quiet curse, then Joeired sprang into the center of the court. He did a pirouette on one foot, spun, and pretended to catch a fish, tracing its arc over his head.

He was dancing! The Stitch-man spun, legs flashing akimbo as he did a spinning jump, as if he too were underwater. It looked, uncharitably, like a silly interpretive dance. But he was following the fish around, and the [Prince] began applauding, then fell silent as Cara continued singing.

She almost flubbed a line. She hadn’t known Joeired was that good at dancing! But he’d critiqued her choreography, and he had been a performer—of course, he could dance! So, the singer-dancer combo continued the song.

“I might stay there for a day if I had my wish, but there’s not much to do when your friends are all fish, and an oyster and clam aren’t real family. So I don’t want to live in the sea!”

It wasn’t a complex song fit for a royal court, if one of those existed. The song came from Sesame Street. But then again, what better song to sing to a child?

It certainly worked. Cara continued, conjuring lions and even a dinosaur that had the boy leaning forwards, then clinging to his father. And when it was done, he burst into applause.

King Allorev joined him, and the Court of Dusk applauded the Singer as she took a bow. Joeired, sweating, stopped dancing, bowed, and gave her a significant look.

“Good work.”

“Very good! You see, Gedal. Perhaps we should find a Djinni so you can visit the moon. Though that one looked prettier than both our blue and green ones. Perhaps because it’s so novel? Singer, you are a performer indeed. I thank you for that impromptu song.”

Allorev’s eyes flashed with genuine gratitude, and Gedal nodded.

“I don’t want to live on the moon after all. Everyone would be sad.”

“That’s the spirit. Now, thank the [Singer], Gedal. And let’s hear her other songs.”

The [Prince] waved a hand at Cara, and she bowed again. Then she stepped back, panting.

“Whew.”

Somewhere to the side, Seraphel was beaming at her, and more people were drifting over to hear her. Plus, that [Princess] hadn’t beaned her with anything, so Cara thought she’d made a good entrance.

Time to capitalize on that. So Cara went to the stage she’d been given, raised a stone to her lips to magnify her voice, and began to perform her actual hits.

It’s Gonna be Okay, Tokyo, Cross My Mind, and the other hits that had swept Afiele and the Synphasia. Princess Kadane appeared like a shot, listening avidly to the pop songs. They had all the novelty, and the actual choreography attracted the rest of the court, who applauded each song.

It certainly made up for Rolare not being here. It probably couldn’t beat his song, but even Prince Seratoito put his hands together and remarked drolly.

“We should have had the Hunters here. Perhaps we should rent this [Singer]’s services for your own galas, Marquis Seelthru.”

You wish. Cara did have to bare her teeth and smile at times, especially when she saw Lady Batiseva in the audience. But on the whole? It was a great entrance to high society, and since it benefited the Synphasia, Cara put up with it.

One odd thing happened, though, in between her performances. Prince Gedal had gone off, perhaps to rest as it was late, so she couldn’t gauge his reaction to her later pop songs. He’d seemed happy to hear some of the songs, but they were more adult and had more complex melodies, so she could understand a child not necessarily loving them.

What was surprising was that Cara got the distinct impression King Allorev didn’t care for her music either.

King Itreimedes, Princess Kadane, Princess Seraphel, and even Seratoito to some extent seemed to enjoy the music. The King of Avel certainly appeared, tapping his foot and eating from the buffet. But when King Allorev summoned her back to thank her, he was effusive—and utterly fake.

“Marvelous music. The kind of which we have not heard! So cheery and bright to liven Menorome—you have done well to find such talent, Manager Joeired. The Synphasia is in fine hands, and I look forwards to hearing Rolairenes—when he feels able to perform. Singer Cara, you shall be rewarded for your music that Prince Gedal so enjoyed, as well as your songs which delight all and sundry.”

He smiled at her, and Cara thought his one true statement had been about being grateful for her cheering up his son. She had noticed the man listening from his throne, but he hadn’t been visibly doing more than smiling.

Huh. I guess he doesn’t care for pop? Perhaps that wasn’t it. King Allorev studied Cara, but he didn’t say anything more, so they retreated from his presence.

For some reason, that upset Cara a bit. She felt like she’d let down her audience and couldn’t tell why. She’d been good at singing. Not perfect, but she’d captured the choreography very well, and not even Joeired could fault the entertainment value for someone who’d never heard these songs again.

He probably wanted me to sing a spider-song or something. A man who kisses spiders has to have weird tastes. At any rate, Cara thought it was going to be a good night, and she was just thinking of Elena. She could head back, now, and maybe Seraphel would ride with her and…

…And then Cara felt an unsettling presence enter the Court of Dusk. A storm of wild feelings. She turned—and a woman taller than anyone Cara’d ever seen had Seraphel’s arm in her grip.

Queen Cathiel Nicterise had been absent the entire time Cara had been here, and to see the other members of court react, her presence was highly unusual. And dangerous.

“—thought you were a pleasant woman from Kadane’s babble of you, but it is abundantly clear you are another Calanferian snake.”

The Court of Dusk had been discussing politics or something. Cara swore she’d heard Seraphel arguing about sending Hunters to the border. She didn’t understand what had set the [Queen] off, but the woman was shouting at Seraphel, and the [Princess] was wilting.

Seraphel looked terrified, and her hand was white from that crushing grip. Before Cara knew what she was doing, she was striding over.

“Cara. What are you doing?”

Joeired saw her face and tried to stop her. But Cara just picked up her stride. Queen Nicterise hadn’t stopped. Her voice was rising, and Seraphel was folding in on herself, like she was a girl being told off.

“I should like to murder you. Against my instincts. Against all of diplomacy and the fact that I know you are an ignorant chit of a girl who thinks she understands everything, I would like to hurt you. But I shall content myself by saying that you are a worthless woman and Calanfer is filled with scheming, traitorous cowards—”

She was crazy! Cara looked around for something, anything, and spotted a servant with a bunch of drinks on a tray. She snatched one, and her mind caught up with what the [Queen] was saying. Something was off about…the wording? She spoke with her voice a blaze of fury, but the wording was—

For a second, Cara hesitated. But then Queen Nicterise kept going, and Cara’s blood boiled as she saw Seraphel’s eyes glimmering. Seraphel, who was being tossed into a marriage for politics being blasted for—Cara began running as Joeired went for a tackle and missed. Everything said this was a stupid idea, but when she heard that last part, things went red.

“Your mother is a calculating bitch with ice colder than Cenidau, and she has raised over ten daughters and sons whom I would trust less than a pit of vipers. You disgust me. You are banned from the Court of Dusk. If I see you, I will call for an axe. I hope Ovela’s marriage falls through that I might never hear your name spoken in my lands. And I can well see why no one lasted in marriage with you, from that Baron of Ailendamus all the way down to—”

Cara tossed a cup of wine straight over Nicterise’s back. The [Queen] recoiled, let go of Seraphel, and Cara knew she was in trouble.

Unlike Belavierr, there was nothing mysterious about Queen Nicterise’s rage. It washed over Cara like a storm and pushed her back, as if gale-force winds were being hurled against her. Literally! She began sliding—then a [Guard] caught her arm.

“Cara!”

Seraphel was horrified. Everyone began trying to talk the [Queen] down, but her face was a rictus of fury. Cara, through the pounding in her ears, only heard the [Queen] when Nicterise’s voice came at her like thunder.

“You. Do you have a reason for tossing wine on me?”

“Only that I’ve seen pigs worthier of wearing a crown. How dare you shout at someone concerned for Afiele? Do you even know what went on there?”

Afiele. It was always Afiele. Cara’s emotions had been dampened by Elena pulling them away from her, but they blazed again. This woman refused to send a single [Hunter] to Ovela when Lord Lantal and Lady Risel had died—

Nicterise’s eyes went wide. Her pupils dilated, and Cara saw her hand rise. She was so tall she could probably kill Cara with a blow. But the servants grabbed her, and Nicterise caught herself. She inhaled, exhaled—and then again, Cara saw her visibly catch herself.

“I believe I need to step away before I cause an incident. Liletrec, take me back to my rooms.”

“At once, Your Majesty.”

What the—Cara saw Nicterise freeze, step back, then stride out of the Court of Dusk. She almost thought she’d gotten away with it. Right up until she saw the trembling [Queen] snap.

Like a pot trying to contain a world of steam venting from the lid. Nicterise snapped around, pointed a trembling finger at Cara, and spoke.

“Execute her.”

Ah. Cara exhaled as the soldiers around her lowered their blades to her throat.

“Damn.”

I’m an idiot. Why did I think getting on the wrong side of royalty was a good idea in any world? But she’d lost control of her temper. It occurred to Cara, in that moment as the [Queen] met her eyes and they flashed with rage—

So had Nicterise. For a second, both looked incredibly guilty. It surprised Cara, to see it in the [Queen]’s eyes. But orders were orders.

That was how she joined the Hunters of Noelictus.

——

King Allorev’s face was troubled as he sentenced Cara, but he did sentence her. Seraphel was begging for Cara’s life, and the [Singer] was wondering if they’d execute her on the spot or the next day. But instead, he lifted his hand.

“—I do not gainsay my wife. She will be punished.”

“Not with death!”

Seraphel was on the verge of danger to herself. The [King]’s eyes flashed as he glared at her, and she shrank back, and then at Cara.

“With service to the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus! Which is not safe—but it is not a guaranteed death. I am wroth with Calanfer and myself and this entire evening, Your Highness. That is the best I offer you!”

What a strange way he talked. Even now, Cara heard it. ‘I am wroth with myself, Calanfer, and myself.’

Words had power, and in Noelictus, it felt like listening to the exact wording of things mattered greatly. The royal family and that strange Belavierr—and Elena—all had double meanings in their words.

But Cara had no time to process that. Or anything, really. Joeired gave her a despairing look as they manacled her—then dragged her out of the palace and into the city.

They marched her to the Hunter’s Guild in the dead of night. When Cara stumbled into the Guild, she was cold, hungry, tired, and unaccountably relieved when she saw Hunter Haeight, yawning and looking like she hadn’t slept in months, inspecting the Conscript Hunters.

When she saw Cara, Haeight visibly hesitated. Cara was holding a beat-up crossbow, and they’d given her a sword that had more nicks in it than a cheesegrater. She was being assigned to undead-killing duties.

A death sentence.

The irony, of course, was that this was far better than immediate execution. Cara felt calmer than she should. She had messed up big time, but she was more worried about Seraphel and Elena than herself. Someone needs to take care of Elena. Yoitha and Rolare could do it, but I need to speak to Seraphel.

When she heard she had to survive a month, her jaw dropped. But there was no helping it. The other conscripts looked like they thought they were dead either way. After seeing Ghouls and zombies and what undead could do, Cara understood that all too well.

But she had a secret no one was aware of. Cara was a [Grave Singer], and strangely, she felt like this ‘death sentence’ was the most fortunate thing that could have happened to her.

After all—she could command the dead with her voice. If anyone had a chance to survive, it was her. She met Haeight’s eyes, and the Dedicated Hunter didn’t try to get her excused from killing skeletons in the Lightless Canyons. But she watched Cara. Perhaps Cara had a friend? Or at least, not an enemy.

The first night was long and filled with songs. Cara waded through the sewers and had to talk Haeight out of shooting a woman for freezing. She was so—so—

She wasn’t mad like the Veteran Hunters. She looked exhausted. Haeight had the same look of Lord Lantal, of a woman run down by constant duty. It made Cara feel for her, and perhaps they all should have died when those skeletons came charging towards them.

Perhaps. Yet Cara closed her eyes, sang—and felt it again. Undead slew each other, and she stood, shaking, but alive.

Perhaps this is more of what I was meant to do. Something actually good for a change. She leaned on Haeight as the Dedicated Hunter helped her get back to the Hunter’s Guild. That was the beginning of Huntsong. A month of hunting and seeing the Hunter’s Guild as it was.

As it should be.

——

No matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t find it. Bastards, undeserving people, and pure idiots.

She tried, but while there were some in every single profession and organization, Cara couldn’t bring herself to hate Hunters.

The same with the royal crown, the symbol she so despised. She had not disliked Allorev entirely from the brief moment she’d gotten to meet him. Was she mad about being sentenced to hunting undead, a death sentence, and thought Queen Nicterise was insane?

Yes. Seratoito could kiss a guillotine too from what she saw of him, but Seraphel was Cara’s friend. As for Kadane, she seemed miserable as well. That little boy was just a boy.

In the same way, Cara found the Hunters of Noelictus, the real ones who went out and slew undead, to be overworked, perhaps contemptible because they allowed the rot in their Guild to continue as an organization—harsh and dogmatic in how they treated Conscript Hunters as expendable, and certainly a bloody, grim lot.

But not bad.

Maybe she was growing older and her viewpoints were changing. Or perhaps there was courage and righteousness in the Hunters that Cara didn’t see in the law enforcement from her world. She hadn’t been assigned to work with the local Watch.

Hunters…Hunters were different. After that first day of survival, Seraphel found Cara, and Cara told her to take care of Elena. That was all she could do; she had been conscripted, and until a month was up, the Synphasia couldn’t help her.

Joeired was, apparently, furious and had been evicted from the palace after trying to plead Cara’s case, which touched her. Of course, he didn’t appear at the Hunter’s Guild; he sent a Street Runner, a local messenger with a letter in which he cursed her idiocy for four whole pages.

“And since you are useless to me, you had better come back after a month and restore the Synphasia’s good name! I will be docking your pay until then, and our damaged reputation is your responsibility, you fleshy sack of lice-ridden hemp. The Synphasia will be closed, and you are lucky your rooms were empty because I have cleaned them out to let for rent to make up for this catastrophe. I expect you to come groveling and kissing the entire way down the—wow, he’s pissed.”

Cara read the letter several times, smiling despite herself. Joeired didn’t spare her the rough side of his feelings, but she noted he’d sent something with it.

Her smartphone. Or rather, she realized, Elena’s smartphone! He must have thought it was hers, and he’d sent her toiletries, two changes of clothes, and, a first in thoughtfulness from any man she’d known, a pack of reusable sanitary wipes.

“Trust a Stitch-man to think of that. The Hunter’s Guild doesn’t issue Conscript Hunters one.”

Haeight remarked as they marched towards their second hunt—a feral Mothbear in a village. Cara gave her a look of horror.

“You lot are complete and utter monsters. Where’s your empathy for people on death row?”

Haeight looked puzzled, then smiled, thinking Cara was telling a joke.

“I don’t know what that is. But we’ll do no rowing. Noelictus is land-locked, and killing undead in the water is Veteran Hunter work—or a very specialized Dedicated Hunter. It’s not the worst if you run out on a long hunt.”

“And what do you do?”

“Wipe.”

Cara took it back. Haeight was a beast who killed with such disregard for herself, it almost made sense why the Hunter’s Guild forced its members to take ‘indulgences’.

Almost.

“The entire system makes sense. I just don’t understand why anyone lets your senior members go so far. Have you seen them…indulging?”

She had to describe seeing Loshell, Visc, and Pictirm, and Haeight grew sad as the Conscript Hunter and Novice Hunters marched. Occasionally, Cara would sing a song to speed them up, but even she had to rest her voice. Haeight shook her head, glancing at the chattering pair who were walking by the group of quiet [Hunters].

“…I haven’t. It’s not like this in Fiskren, you know. We would have gone to Afiele, the local Hunters, and even the ones in Menorome. I heard they were slow and wanted to go with the army. But they sent two hundred Hunters, most of them Veteran Hunters when the day came.”

“They were too slow. I know it was far. Days away, and the siege was only a week. But…I wish I’d known how to use this.”

Cara hefted the hand-crossbow, sighting down it, and Haeight slapped her arm down.

“Don’t aim that at anyone.”

Cara had aimed it just at the legs of one of the [Hunters] marching ahead of her. She protested.

“I’m not stupid. It’s not even loaded.”

“It’s a bad habit. And you’re holding it too far out. Brace it against your chest. See how it’s meant to sit in your shoulder? If you’re going to survive, you need to learn.”

Learn. Cara’s eyes flickered, and she took a breath. She gave Haeight a salute, then remembered to touch the brim of her hat. Yes, that was how you did it.

Haeight gave Cara a suspicious look, as if thinking the [Singer] was mocking her, but Cara was already getting into character. It was her survival trick; an ability to blend in or do things she wasn’t normally comfortable with. Instead of being grossed out at hacking a body apart, she leaned in.

Not with enthusiasm for that, but with the mindset of someone who would be a Hunter. Cara decided one of the new Novice Hunters who’d joined up, Ridine, would be a good model, and Haeight too.

None of this is fun, no. But damn it, someone has to do this. And it’s going to be me. Cara’s back straightened, and she felt weary. She didn’t make up how she felt. She just thought of Lord Lantal.

If I had known how to do this…this is penance, in part. Next time, I’ll at least know how to swing a sword. She ignored the chafing of her ill-fitting armor, the sore feet she already had, and instead grimly considered her body.

“I’m out of shape compared to before I came to Noelictus. Not in every way, but I’ve lost some flexibility and maybe even some muscle. No gyms.”

You’d imagine that living in a medieval world would make you fitter, but it didn’t. Diet-wise, perhaps it was cleaner and healthier, but then again, you could get pretty fat on Menorome’s fair food.

“Ah, see, she agrees with me. I told you fitness was a virtue.”

Someone spoke up happily and nearly got shoved off the road. Rolare, strutting along with his sword and violin case on his back, looked like some wanderer at his ease. Yoitha, carrying just her hammer, was jogging to keep up with the Hunters, but looked just as relaxed.

“Rolare, I swung hammers at metal all day. Cara sings.”

“That is not the same as fitness. Many blacksmiths are, ah, paunchy. And you—”

“I could break every bone in your knee with a punch.”

Rolare edged away from Yoitha, and Cara called out to them as Haeight tried to ignore the duo following her.

“Yoitha! Rolare! Are you seriously going to follow me on this hunt? I told you, I’m fine! Probably. And neither of you are Hunters…what about the Synphasia?”

“Closed! No one wants to come by after you got arrested, and everyone’s upset. Joeired will open in a few days, and we’ll be back by then. I just want to make sure you’re not going to die. You need to teach me how to use those drums.”

“And I am simply having a walk. It’s been a long time since I exercised my legs.”

Yoitha and Cara gave Rolare a sardonic look, and he turned his chin up.

“…I suppose I do feel guilty about this entire incident. I can defend myself, and Yoitha seems to think she’s strong enough to handle herself.”

“I’m not a warrior. I’m just here to make sure Cara’s gear is good. I could probably fix up her sword…but I can’t do anything if she sucks at fighting. Maybe a chainmail vest. I could make it out of mithril, but I dunno, seems like it won’t help. I hear Ghouls eat your face.”

“Thanks, you two.”

Cara was actually touched. She was worried about whether or not they’d be okay, but she reckoned that they wouldn’t actually be dumb enough to get close to any fighting. And as it so happened—their presence was invaluable to that first hunt.

——

“Rolare!”

He cut through a Mothbear’s head in a single stroke. No, almost. Cara’s terror and focus had turned her into a dispassionate soldier, a Hunter working to help fight off the Ghouls and Mothbear.

That was, until she saw the half-Elf attacking the bear alone. Then she witnessed Rolare’s swordsmanship and was left speechless.

Haeight had to kill the beast, and Rolare sat down hard in the aftermath of the battle, staring at his sword. It was gory, and he crawled over to wipe it on the bear’s fur.

“Dead gods!”

The villagers were coming out to gawk at the aftermath of the fighting, and the Novice and Conscript Hunters were hacking up all the corpses in case they got up. Cara did the same, but she stopped when she saw Rolare’s face.

“What was that? Rolare, you—”

You were an idiot. But you were also almost able to kill that thing with a single blow! If it hadn’t been for the Mothbear’s size, Rolare would have cut its head off in one stroke. Even Haeight looked astonished.

“Master Swordsman. Thank you for your help.”

She was staring at him like she knew him all of a sudden. Yoitha was checking Haeight’s mithril axes that she’d forged for damage, but she glanced up.

“Master swordsman. Hah! He’s no swordsman. I’ve seen thousands test blades at the smithies, and I’ve never seen one freeze on the second swing like that. I’ve figured you out, Rolare. So you’re already famous, and you came to Menorome to toot your horn? Fiddle on your violin? Why don’t you show off your sword skills and playing?”

She was needling him, and it put some color back in Rolare’s cheeks. He stood, glancing at Cara, and then bowed to Haeight.

“Yoitha is right. I am no swordsman. I embarrassed myself, Huntress Haeight. I am glad that thing is dead, but it proves…”

His lips twisted.

“…It proves I was right not to try to become an adventurer. I love music more than fighting. I came to Menorome to enjoy this world I know so little of, and to prove my song was good. Not to show off my ability to kill.”

He finally managed to sheathe his blade, and Cara looked at Haeight. The Dedicated Hunter was still agog despite Rolare’s protestations.

“But you are him, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

Rolare looked the other way, cheeks flushed red. Cara had no idea what story both Haeight and Yoitha had heard, but it was a famous one.

The half-Elf [Blademaster].

Rolare was the truth behind the legend! The tale of the half-Elf who had bested Named-rank adventurers in a single swing—but never learned the second one—was Rolairenes himself! His cheeks turned bright red as Haeight gave Cara an abbreviated version of the tale.

“So they still tell that story? That was a hundred and sixty years ago, you know.”

“A hundred and sixty—”

“I suppose it’s why the story’s spread. It’s not an old one. You shorter-lived folk don’t remember a lot of stories. I remember the Lightning Thief and Archmage Chandler, before you called him Az’kerash, the Necromancer. It feels like yesterday, sometimes. And the story grew exaggerated in retellings! They were Gold-ranks who later went on to become Named-ranks, and they wouldn’t shut up about it. They won in the end of the story, too.”

He was quite embarrassed by everything. Even Yoitha gave him a look of incredulity.

“So you were that good with a sword a century and a half ago?”

“Worse, actually. After that, I practiced harder to perfect my swing. One of them beat me with a steel shield, so I learned how to swing through that. I thought I had the perfect strike, but I never imagined I’d fight a Mothbear. I misjudged my strike. It was…the first time I’d ever cut something in battle. Aside from a rabbit I put out of its misery when it had been savaged by a hawk.”

The first thing he ever killed? And he did it like that? Haeight looked more shocked than anyone else.

“Master Rolare. I don’t know how I should—the Hunter’s Guild would elevate you to Veteran Hunter within a month. Any Adventurer’s Guild would call you Gold-rank for that stunt. You cut through the bear’s bones, flesh, skin—I couldn’t do that in a single blow with an unenchanted sword, and if my eyes didn’t deceive me, it was without a Skill!”

“It was. I don’t use Skills. I practiced. Anyone can learn mastery with a sword. Like the violin, I picked up the sword because I thought it would be fun. I suppose…that perhaps I should have practiced actual fighting. But I don’t care for bloodshed or injuries.”

He was incredible. Cara was standing in the presence of no mere mortal man. She realized who Rolare was and understood Yoitha’s derision.

I am looking at the world’s ultimate hobbyist. That was why Rolare didn’t style himself either a musician or a swordsman. He wanted to master one thing—a perfect first strike and a perfect song.

Cara looked at Yoitha as Haeight began to beg Rolare for a few tips, and he protested she used axes, and besides, he didn’t know how to teach.

“Swing a sword ten thousand times a day! I must have worn out more than that many swords, wooden, metal, learning how to cut things. I’d put a piece of wood on a practice dummy and hit it and see what felt best until I broke the training dummy. Then I’d go hit a tree until I knocked it down and had enough pieces to make a new training dummy. The carving took the most time, but I learned later on how to mostly carve wood as I cut. That’s all. You practice every conceivable cut from every angle. Unsheathe the sword while walking backwards, sitting, jumping—I’m not very good at jumping, still.”

The look on Haeight’s face was priceless. Cara, meanwhile, was whispering with Yoitha.

“So our star of the Synphasia is a super-swordsman and musician. Yoitha, you didn’t know?”

“I knew he practiced with the sword, but he’s reclusive. And until you came along, no one could stand him. It makes sense why he’s so haughty!”

Cara nodded, then met the Dwarf’s eyes. Yoitha’s were brown and serious. Cara nodded. They were on the same page.

“What a fecking shitebag.”

“I know, right? I’ve never met a Dwarf half as bad.”

“He’s so high-assed he’s almost levitating. Let’s drop him down a well.”

The tale of Rolairenes was later mixed and mingled with Haeight and the group of Hunters’ triumph over the Mothbear. To hear people tell it later, it was Haeight, the leader of ‘Huntsong’, who beheaded the bear with a mithril axe.

Rolare didn’t care for the attention, so he never corrected the story, and that was the beginning of Cara’s month as a Hunter. Rolare and Yoitha didn’t stick around; neither had much drive to hunt after that near-death experience.

But Yoitha did fix up everyone’s gear, and Rolare, after being begged for hours by Ridine and the others, did demonstrate his sword talents. He cut the Mothbear’s corpse in two, found a boulder he sliced in half horizontally, and then cut a tree down and sectioned it into eight parts.

He only stopped when he found a nick in his steel blade and got grumpy that he’d ‘misjudged’ a swing. He claimed his arm hurt from nearly getting mauled by the bear and refused to show off any more until he was in peak condition.

At least he was consistent. Cara, for her part, felt at the piece of stone, and it was so smooth and flat, the cut so perfect, that it nicked her hand.

“Careful. It’s nothing to make too much of a fuss about. A [Blademaster] can do the same, you know.”

Rolare caught her hand and, tsking, bandaged it after pouring a drop of healing potion onto it. Yoitha was watching him as the other [Hunters] tried to copy his feat, even Haeight. All they did was dull their weapons.

“I don’t get it. How can you slice stone like that?”

“Practice. It delights me to this day. When I realized I could improve beyond my wildest dreams…it was good motivation for centuries.”

He smiled, looking at his work, and she saw such self-satisfaction in his achievements she wanted to humble him. But he was a master. Just…confusing.

“And you really never wanted to become an adventurer or famous blademaster? You talk as if you’ll go back to your village once you’re done playing your song.”

Rolare’s face fell, and he studied Cara’s hand as he tied a knot. Rather clumsily, actually. The half-Elf hesitated, then looked at Cara in her shabby Hunter’s armor.

“I…can’t. I would like to. Both tour with my music and be famous with the sword. Well—maybe in duels. I don’t think I’m cut out for the real thing.”

He eyed the place where the Mothbear’s head still lay, shuddering as he eyed the flies buzzing around it. Cara nodded, but Rolare looked at her. He realized he was holding her hand and patted it.

“I can’t improvise like you do. I get nervous if everything isn’t what I know. I want to be able to just—sing a song like that.”

He snapped his fingers.

“But I can only do what I do because I figured out how to do it the same way each time. I have no confidence in my abilities, I suppose. Everyone in the village told me my music was wonderful, but I didn’t believe them. The same with the adventurers.”

“Oh.”

She got it. What a fragile ego. It didn’t actually surprise her that much. Cara thought for a second, then patted Rolare on the shoulder.

“Trust me, Rolare. It’s amazing beyond almost anything I’ve ever seen.”

He smiled, genuinely, and the half-Elf’s ears rose—then wiggled and flattened slightly as he narrowed his eyes.

“Wait, almost? How can you claim anything is better than my music?”

Cara laughed in his face.

“Rolare, I’ve seen some wonders myself. When you can play two songs like the first one, I’ll call you the finest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Ah, that might take another century at least.”

He sighed—and she threw an arm around him. He nearly jumped away, but then gently patted her shoulder.

“Maybe we could make it faster. Wait for me to get back to Menorome?”

“Of course. I need the competition. Don’t get hurt, will you?”

Rolare coughed a few times and stepped over to Yoitha, who gave Cara a huge smile.

“And my drumming!”

“Practice! Get to learning how they work. I’ll be home soon.”

But for now, Cara touched her hat like a Hunter, then ran over to where Haeight was ordering people to drag corpses into a bonfire to be burned. It was grungy, dirty work. Dangerous, scary, filthy, and gross.

She slept on the ground, marched on blisters, and sang despite dust in her throat. Sometimes people gave her dirty looks or told her she was too late. There was no fame, no glory—and yet for a month, Cara was content.

Not happy, but she saw the worth of Hunters. She might have stayed or thought about using her talents like the others who joined up afterwards.

But Cara had made a promise to her friends. And besides. She looked at Haeight’s optimistic face after that month, and then the way she grew so sad whenever she came back to the Hunter’s Guild and saw the Veteran Hunters loafing around.

No. Cara felt it in her soul. She needed something else. She needed—a change. In herself. In everyone.

——

Cara returned to the Synphasia within ten minutes of the Hunter’s Guild releasing her from her Conscripted Hunter status. The Desk Hunter, Marvekh, noted she had served her time and stamped the papers listing her as free and an honest person once more.

“If anyone demands to see them, we will have a copy to prove your innocence. By law, no one can hold your past actions against you, especially since you did not commit a violent crime. Well done, Singer Cara.”

Then he shook her hand. Cara thanked him and looked around the Hunter’s Guild. She saw Ridine gearing up for work as a regular Hunter, the second floor with all its Veteran Hunters, and Haeight, standing there as if she didn’t know what to do.

“Your indulgence of sloth, Haeight. Go take a nap.”

Huntsong was dissolving. Haeight touched her hat, and Cara waved. If she could have stayed…she felt guilty as she left.

It was a familiar feeling, like leaving a play or troupe she’d gotten to know. The guilt, the feeling of regret and desire to keep this going? All natural. But Cara knew she had to.

It was less than five minutes from the Hunter’s Guild to the Synphasia. The [Singer] still felt slightly naked without the layers of armor she’d grown used to like a second skin. She strode into the lobby, wondering if Elena were back—she had heard Seraphel was going to Ovela, and if so, Elena might be gone for—

“She’s here!”

Someone whooped, and applause broke out. Cara slammed against one of the doors, reaching for a crossbow she didn’t have, and opened her mouth to scream a Skill.

Then she realized it was the cast of the Synphasia. They emerged from out of hiding, applauding and cheering, and Cara looked up and scowled at two familiar faces.

“See? Those’re Hunter reflexes! Cara!”

Then Rolare and Yoitha charged over to hug her, and Cara was engulfed in a shouting mob that surprised her. She didn’t think she’d be that missed, but there was a babble of voices that somewhat explained why.

“Cara! We were worried you wouldn’t come back!”

“No one shouts back at Joeired, and the performances need you! Everyone asks where you’ve gone!”

“Whenever Rolare doesn’t perform, we get booed! And Yoitha’s bringing down half the ceiling hitting those damn drums! They fight all the time!”

“Aha. There’s the woman who owes me a month of performances!”

And there was Joeired, posing in the entrance to the theatre proper, looking down his nose at her. He glared at Cara, but even the Stitch-man couldn’t quite hide the fact that he was pleased to see her. He jerked his head at her.

“I hope you’re ready to perform. If you’re rusty, you won’t be getting on stage tonight or tomorrow! I intend to work you like a Djinni. Eugh. You look filthy. Well, come on. The moon pies I bought are getting cold.”

There was even food! Cara was so touched—and grateful for something that wasn’t travel rations—that she even hugged him. Then she had to tell everyone about her adventures. But through it all, she kept saying the same thing.

“I learned a lot.”

Atanna laughed incredulously.

“About hacking up undead or burning bodies?”

“No, about myself. About what I should be doing.”

Cara caught Yoitha’s eye, and the Dwarf’s eyes sparkled with eagerness—and surprisingly, nerves. Joeired was holding something in his hand, and when he held it up, Cara turned and saw a beautiful, glimmering piece of quartz. She caught her breath.

There was tiny writing on it, glowing symbols etched into the rock. If that didn’t look magical…

“Is that…?”

“The Mage’s Guild delivered one of these and, apparently, the schematics on how to make them. It records sound far better, and one can play individual…‘tracks’? Someone very confusing kept asking for you.”

The time was nigh. Cara felt her heart leap, and she nodded.

“Then it’s time to make good on my promise.”

She was going to do it. Joeired raised his brows, but Cara straightened her back, then thought about a room with at least a mat for yoga. And for dancing. She’d need a big mirror, at least.

The Synphasia. Yoitha. Rolare. And that was to start with. When Seraphel got back, she and Elena were next. Cara had sworn things would not be the same. Could not be.

When the [Singer] returned to the Synphasia’s stage after her month as a Hunter, things were different.

——

“Something’s different about the [Singer].”

“The who?”

Princess Kadane was snoozing on a couch in the Court of Dusk when she heard some of the court gossiping. They often did so without realizing that the [Princess] was there.

The [Princess], the black-haired, tawny-skinned woman with spider’s mandibles jutting out of her cheeks, knew how to hide. She had lived in the Palace of Shadows her entire life, and but for Liletrec and her brother, she could appear using secret passages or shadows to surprise people who thought they were out of earshot.

Unlike Seratoito, who loved to appear unannounced and would steal away to scheme with the sycophants and assholes he surrounded himself with like Marquis Seelthru, Kadane used her talents to escape.

She had few friends. Seraphel had been a great confidant and playmate while she was here—the other [Princess] both knew the rigors of being royalty, and thus constantly being judged, but also had enough spice to her to throw back insults.

Kadane missed her. She wished her mother had not cast Seraphel out, but Seraphel had to be wed anyways. Perhaps she’d be back soon. In the interim, life was dull and bland as ever.

Not for the rest of her family. Seratoito was scheming nonstop, harder than ever it seemed. Gedal was still innocent and still ran about, the apple of everyone’s eye. Her father was managing an entire kingdom, and her mother…her mother’s season was still not the best.

Kadane called it boring when she knew it was more akin to a knife’s edge, a blade cutting into your palm as you clung to it. But if she thought of that, dread would pull her down, so she focused on the people who criticized her drinking by day, her unmannerly conduct.

And gossip like this.

She hadn’t been to the Synphasia. People did stare. They knew about her, of course. The Spider Princess. The bastard daughter of one of her father’s spiders in some kind of twisted…

It wasn’t true. She knew it wasn’t true. But the stares hurt unless she wore an illusion spell, and if people knew her name, they knew she was using an illusion.

“You have to hear her sing. Now there’s two acts. That half-Elf violinist is still better, but she sings longer, and she has such amazing performances! I feel like I’m in a dozen places, all bright and colorful—and there’s that Dwarf.”

“Ugh. Yoitha something? Is she still hitting things with that mallet?”

“Yes…but it’s actually entertaining this time. She has these huge metal drums, and I swear, I was tapping my foot to the beat. It’s not even part of the regular performances. She came on stage after, and we could listen to her practicing. I hear she’s to perform formally this week.”

“That’s a relief. I should visit.”

The two were talking directly over Kadane as the [Princess] lay on the couch. The fact that the two [Ladies] didn’t notice her there wasn’t some amazing [Stealthy Presence] Skill. Rather, it was psychology.

Everyone knew that the Court of Dusk had servants who had to clean the darkened halls and antique furniture. Even with the royal wing not being accessible—there was a lot to clean, and it was sometimes hard to see all the dust.

Nevermind the spiderwebs. So if there was a sofa that Kadane wanted to hide on, for sleep or for eavesdropping, she would find a big, pale sheet and drape it over the object. Everyone just assumed it needed cleaning, and no one would sit down on it.

She had learned to stretch the fabric just right, so it didn’t look like anyone was hiding underneath. Now, the [Princess] heard the two [Ladies] move off, and she sat up.

She scared a [Servant], who saw the couch they’d been about to clean develop a bulge under the fabric—then Kadane tore the sheets off her.

“I guess I should see what’s so interesting.”

——

Kadane was not the only person who craved something interesting. Menorome was a delightful city of delights and diversions. But sometimes, despite it all, you could feel so…so…

Empty.

It was in the eyes. The bored eyes of someone who could buy anything he wanted, who had no great challenges. Who saw…nothing to do that he deemed worthy.

That was the look King Itreimedes wore and never recognized in a mirror. The Bow King of Avel had spent his month in Menorome mildly entertained by most things.

But he was, in the end, bored and restless after his vacation. His royal court observed the King of Avel’s unhappiness, and in a sense, you couldn’t blame him.

Okay, you could blame him. Itreimedes was lazy, forgetful, used the Relic-class weapon, the Bow of Avel, as a glorified back scratcher, doorstop, and club, and he lacked social graces. He had even gotten overweight and out of shape in the last few years and refused to acknowledge the problem.

He ate and drank his way through most days, and he took month-long holidays, despite being the only member of his immediate royal family to hold the throne. He was unmarried, and his poor aunt had to sometimes fill the throne. His people often shouted insults at him—and he shouted them right back.

And yet, to be fair to Itreimedes, Avel was like that. Someone could come up and lambast a [Chancellor] about missing sheep without having their head chopped off—the land was frank, forthright, a high plateau coastline bordering the sea filled with forests and gifted archers.

Avel was considered a small nation, but one with a long and storied history, as long as Noelictus’. One of its most famous features was that few armies had ever threatened it; trying to invade by sea was a disaster, and Avel’s bows had thrown back countless armies when they came over land. They were a dangerous enemy, a decent friend, if somewhat cloistered between the paradise kingdom of Samal and gloomy Noelictus.

Itreimedes’ problem was the opposite of King Allorev’s. Instead of having a kingdom filled with undead, a dangerous enemy in the Empire of Ailendamus as a neighbor, and social unrest and potential disloyalty in the ranks, Itreimedes had been born to a fate he despised:

Avel was doing fine.

Just fine. Not amazing. To hear his court tell it, everything from the water quality to their exports could be improved. They were losing on trade, wolves devoured flocks of sheep. Undead came by from Noelictus all the time, Ailendamus was eating nations for breakfast, and Samal’s dignitaries were rude and didn’t come over for tea unless you had fifteen keys to unlock the parlor.

…There wasn’t much for him to do. If he had been born to a nation beset by Goblins or plagued by Crelers like the days of war and strife, he could have been a war-king, fighting for his life. If the King of Destruction had invaded Terandria, Avel could have led the defense.

Itreimedes was a gifted archer. It ran in his family’s blood; he had his magic bow, but he could shoot a target from a thousand paces and usually hit it. He might have practiced and truly become gifted, but why bother?

He had a magic bow that could literally curve each shot to hit the bullseye. And that sort of described Itreimedes. He could practice or be a better king or lose some weight. But he didn’t need to. So why bother?

“I shall exile anyone who brings up my weight from Avel. No more comments. Bring me something to eat, and this theatre better have something interesting, or I’ll…censure the lot of them.”

He was attending the Synphasia for the eighth time this month. The King of Avel slouched into the padded seats in the royal box as his court looked at each other and muttered, and someone went off to get him food from the vendors in the lobby.

He probably would exile someone, so even his oldest and most loyal supporters held their tongues. Itreimedes stared down at the audience, then at the curtained stage, and he looked miserable.

“Almost back to Avel and work. What a wasted holiday. There were some highlights, but even that half-Elf’s song grows stale eight times. It’s still better than a Sleeping Parlor or…hunting with Prince Seratoito. I don’t know how he bothers sitting in a saddle for six hours.”

To his great annoyance, the [Prince] of Noelictus had actually seemed more fit to hunt than Itreimedes and had more of a challenge with a crossbow. Itreimedes had blown a tree apart with his bow, and everyone had shouted at him—then he’d fallen in a ditch on the way back to the city.

What a grump of a man. His court was used to the [King]’s griping and had actually developed selective hearing, but someone was fidgeting in the far seats. Itreimedes noticed someone who didn’t belong to his entourage and leaned over to whisper.

“Hey, who’s in my booth?”

“It’s the royal booth, Your Majesty. It looks like a servant of Noelictus? Perhaps one of the royal family’s friends or…”

Someone with a hood on was sitting in the far end, and there was plenty of space, but Itreimedes began to grouch louder.

“I’m a [King]. It was one thing to share the booth with the Cursed Princess, but some—fine. See? I’m being largesse.”

“That’s not how you use the word, Your Majesty. But, oh, very well done. Would you like a treat as a reward?”

“That’s sarcasm. I can tell. If I don’t like tonight’s performance—”

The unhappy [King] wouldn’t do anything, really. In his way, he looked as fed up with things as Princess Kadane, who was using an illusion spell to attend the performances. Half of Avel’s court had recognized her and given her space, but Itreimedes was oblivious. To Kadane, the difference between her and Itreimedes was that he had a choice. He could make something of himself. He wasn’t shackled to Noelictus’ fate like her. She glared at him as, below, the curtains lifted and Joeired, the unctuous Stitch-man, came onstage and began announcing performances.

——

“The Siren of Songs, Duchess of the Dance, Baroness of the Beat—Cara!”

When she came onstage, even Itreimedes sat up a bit. He recalled Cara’s first performances before she’d been arrested for annoying the [Queen]. The King of Avel was mostly here for Rolare, because the half-Elf’s music was still something to listen to even eight times later.

The [Singer] had interesting songs. But Itreimedes had sort of forgotten her, and her reappearance this time was—

The curtains swished open, and a young woman wearing the armor of a Hunter of Noelictus strode out. She raised something in her hand—a crossbow—and before the crowd could do more than gasp—fired it straight up.

Itreimedes nearly leapt out of his seat. A silver arrow streaked across the theatre, making people duck or look up—and he peered down below and saw a smile.

“Hello and welcome to the Synphasia! Are you sleeping? Not tonight, and not in Menorome! Let’s light up this dark kingdom, dear guests! Like a thousand shining stars!”

She looked different. Not just because she was performing in actual Hunter’s armor—Cara was shouting into the mic, eyes shining, and she had a presence about her this time.

Confidence? Determination? Whatever it was, it was magnetic. Perhaps it was simply an air about her. An implicit promise.

You’re going to have fun tonight.

It dragged Kadane into the air as the crowd grew excited and sat up in their seats. Cara was speaking, and the only sour note in the audience was Itreimedes, who was determinedly unimpressed.

“Cheap Skill. It’s just an illusion.”

Someone shushed him as Cara began to perform. Itreimedes saw Cara step back, expecting her to launch into one of her ‘pop’ songs. But instead, the [Singer] touched her fingers to the brim of her hat.

“This first song goes out to the Hunters of Noelictus. I had the privilege of working as one for a month.”

As a Conscript Hunter? Kadane sat forwards, remembering her punishment. The crowd muttered—they knew what that meant. Yet Cara seemed proud of it. And she had the look. She stood like one, weighed down by gear, and her voice was conversational now.

“You know, I worked in a team you might have heard of. They called it—Huntsong. It was dirty and messy. Sometimes, we had to march all night to kill undead.”

She was speaking to her audience, who were uncomfortable with the topic of undead being brought up. They didn’t want to hear about the jobs of the Hunters, especially with the Veteran Hunters’ reputation. But they saw Cara doing something interesting.

She was walking, or appearing to walk. It was that trick that made her look like she was moving while standing mostly still. The opposite of moonwalking, really. The illusion helped. The stage had become a road, chalk-white, and the air had turned dark, as if she were marching at night. Then—a dozen figures walked onto the stage and joined Cara.

They were Hunters. They looked familiar, at least to Cara. A white-haired woman with a grim face and two axes. A nervous young [Hunter] holding a crossbow, a tall young man with a spear on his shoulder, riding a horse…

“This is a song for the Hunters you see on the road. Sometimes you’re fighting for your life, but a lot of it is just—walking. Running, sometimes. It’s exhausting. I marched forty miles in a day, killed a horde of zombies, and was on the road by dawn. But you have to do it. So for all those Hunters—the real ones? This is for you.”

She tilted her head back and seemed to join the number of those phantasmal [Hunters], and now the road was moving. It looked like a movie, a memory, as a dozen [Hunters] strode across the road.

“For those days we felt like a mistake, those times when love’s what you hate. Somehow, we keep marching on.”

Cara began singing her song from the road. As she did, the [Hunters] began moving in sync with her. They raised their crossbows, halted, shot down a group of charging zombies, paused, reloaded, and walked on. The air darkened, and a hundred black bats swooped over the audience, who gasped, but Cara’s voice kept going, and so did that drum, echoing throughout the theatre.

“For all of the plans we’ve made. There’s isn’t a flag I’d wave. Don’t care if we bend, I’d sink us to swim, we’re marching on, we’re marching on! Right, right, right, right-left—”

Princess Kadane was staring down at the Hunters. They looked tired. Somehow, Cara’s illusion had the exhaustion of Haeight. The weariness as they fought, walked on, capturing the days and nights of work without rest. Yet—whenever one slowed, the others would drag them up or let them lean on each other. And they’d pick up the pace.

What was this? There was a word for it, but Kadane hadn’t thought of it in ages. The Hunters. The Hunters’…patriotism? Respect?

Kadane knew why she should admire the Hunters, like Deilfec and Agshiga, but the people of Menorome? She peered down from her booth and saw them watching raptly, seeing the Hunters marching to the beat of that song. Her heart felt odd. Almost—proud.

“This isn’t bad!”

She said it for as much herself as the singer and began to applaud as Cara finished the song. Cara wasn’t done, though, and she took the hat off, revealing brighter, pink hair, and sent it sailing into the crowd as people tried to catch it.

She had more songs? Kadane bounced up in her seat, smiling. Then she heard a loud, sulking voice from her left.

“It’s decent, I suppose. But I heard that song on the road.”

King Itreimedes seemed determined to not appreciate Cara’s music. He sat there, arms folded, slouching back in his chair until something bounced off his head. It nearly knocked his circlet-crown off his head.

“Hey! Who threw something at—”

Someone had beaned him with a steamed bun! He looked around, outraged, until the royal court shushed him for being a nuisance.

Loud [Kings] or not, Cara performed four more songs, all of which had the theatre up and smiling, before bowing off-stage. She was replaced by a [Magician], then some tumblers who kept up the rhythm of the acts.

Kadane and Itreimedes had seen better, but the flow of the Synphasia was far, far stronger than it had been. Only the Bow King was sour, and he was looking down the list of performances.

Rolare was at the end, of course, so he had to sit through…he groaned.

“The Dwarf.”

She was actually second-to-last on the list. Itreimedes had sat through countless performances of Yoitha’s ‘work’, and he feared her advent like no other. He sat back and put his fingers in his ears as a nervous Dwarf rolled some odd contraption onto the stage.

“Next! Yoitha Sterngest, playing a song accompanied by the Singer of the Synphasia!”

The audience had been unhappy to hear Yoitha’s name, many of them knowing her by reputation or previous performances, like Itreimedes. But they paused on that second part.

Accompanied?

Yoitha looked terrified today. The times before, she’d seemed nervous, but that had been with the kind of certain dread that she was going to underwhelm. This time—her face was white, and she stumbled twice as she set up the…drums?

They were big, made of steel, and Princess Kadane and King Itreimedes had never quite seen the like before. They weren’t war drums or the big ones used for long-distance communications. They had a shiny, new look, and the Dwarf held drumsticks, not mallets.

Cara strode back onstage and bowed as Yoitha faced the audience and promptly froze up. The staring Dwarf looked petrified in her odd outfit with shiny metal and metal bands holding her beard in place.

What was she going to do? Play on the drums?

Itreimedes refused to take his fingers out of his ears. He just glared down at the Dwarf as she sat behind the drums, looking at Cara. This was going to suck, and he, personally, couldn’t wait for the next act. He wondered if he could throw the bun at her.

He was trying to kick it from out behind one of the seats when Yoitha began to play. At first, Itreimedes heard nothing, and he was just about ready to kick the bun up to hurl it at the Dwarf when he felt something.

Thump. Thud-thud-thum.

It went straight through the air, passed his plugged ears, and ran through the booth. It made a cup of wine placed by his chair tremble.

Itreimedes paused. He stared down at the liquid in the cup and saw it trembling. The Dwarf, Yoitha, was playing loud. So loud that he heard it, despite his best efforts.

Thum-a-thum-thum-thun-thun!

He looked down, and she was striking those drums. But not like he expected. Itreimedes was used to slow drums or the boring pace of a march. This beat? Her hands were flashing, and the drumsticks were hitting the metal drums at a pace that had to be twice every second.

Then, Itreimedes realized Cara was singing. He took his fingers out of his ears, and her voice reached him.

“We’re getting on fire, we’re raising up higher! The bottle is up—we’re over the top—it’s time to get wild. The time our life—is happenin’ now. We’re out of control—”

Cara was singing. It was a fast song, and the [Singer] was pacing back and forth in front of the drums as the Dwarf played. Yoitha was playing the drums of the song, Itreimedes realized. The other music was being artificially created—but the Dwarf was playing live.

And the difference between whatever Cara was using to produce the other music and the drums in person was dramatic. Yoitha was sweating, hitting the drums to keep the beat up. But she was hitting the drums.

The strength of a [Smith] of Deríthal-Vel and the rhythm of someone who had hit hot metal with a hammer translated into a sound like…

Thunder. Cara wasn’t doing any theatrical dancing. She was just singing, turning to face the audience, practically hopping in place, skipping as if each strike of the drums was taking her feet off the ground.

This wasn’t a choreographed dance with music. This was…a performance. There was something about it that was quintessentially different from the rehearsed, polished dances. This was just music, and it should have been worse.

But it was not. It was the drums. Yoitha had started quiet, but as she gained confidence, she began to hit harder. And the King of Avel felt his booth begin to shake.

The wine cup. It was shaking, the red liquid within jolting with each blow, even sending a drop in the center jumping up. And it was getting louder and faster.

“Down the river, we’re drunk and all of our thumbs went up in the air!

Sung it in the wind and sung to the thunder, rollin’ over and over—”

Now, Cara was shouting into her microphone to be heard above the drums. The sound filled the Synphasia, and Itreimedes had never heard such volume in quiet Noelictus.

It felt like they were going to bring down the entire theatre! He was staring, mouth open—when Cara stopped singing. Panting, she lowered the speaking stone, and he almost thought she was done.

Not yet! It was just getting—then he realized Yoitha was continuing alone. The Dwarf furiously hammered the beat of the song into the air until it felt like he could feel her hands striking each drum.

Then—silence. In the ringing silence, King Itreimedes looked right and left, hearing only the ringing echo of sound. He saw a wide-eyed [Princess]—Kadane—gaping at him with open mouth, spider mandibles open.

Huh. She’s not as hideous as I thought. Even with spider fangs. That was Itreimedes’ last thought—then he heard a sound from Cara. She yodeled into the microphone, like a faint echo.

“La-da-day-di-day-di-oh.”

His head snapped down, and the brief interlude in the sound was all the time Cara and Yoitha needed. They nodded at each other, and Itreimedes realized—this was it. He saw the Dwarf take a huge breath, grip the drumsticks hard—

Then she began to actually hit the drums as hard as she could. And Cara began shouting louder.

“We gotta rock, rock—party ’til the last shot! Fill that jug and raise your cup up! We gotta chug, chug—better take it non-stop. Hey, come drink until the last drop! So please just let us, burnin’ down this place. And we will end up in the hall of fame! Let’s get ready for a drinking game! So come and sip until the last drop!”

Now, Itreimedes felt himself bouncing in his seat. He looked down as he heard faint shouting from his court and saw the liquid in his cup bouncing. It splashed onto his legs, leapt out with each blow from the drums—and he didn’t care.

The drums sounded like his racing heart. They sounded like the beating of his excited soul. They roared out of the Synphasia, and three streets away, people turned to each other and wondered what that vibration was.

An earthquake?

The audience was deaf, shouting, cheering, and Yoitha Sterngest was beaming. She listened to the sound that drowned out even her memories of the forge.

Something beautiful and new. Something she was making. She turned—and Cara was beaming. Deaf. They could barely hear the applause, but the [Singer] threw her arms around her friend as the King of Avel and the Princess of Noelictus leapt to their feet and began to applaud. The audience was filtering out of the theatre when they remembered Rolare was next, and when the half-Elf got onstage, he realized they could barely hear him through the ringing in everyone’s ears.

——

“[Silence] spells. Eight noise complaints. The Watch harangued me for an hour, as did the Hunter’s Guild for ruining their precious ‘indulgence of sloth’. I will need to pay for [Silence] spells for the audience, the cast, and to proof the theater!”

Joeired was screaming about the cost, but he couldn’t stop smiling. Yoitha hadn’t stopped beaming. She’d shaken everyone’s hands after the performance, and the King of Avel himself had been shouting himself hoarse, demanding to have a go on the drums.

She’d found it. Cara was half-deaf herself, and she agreed the spells would matter.

“It doesn’t even matter if you silence them. You can feel her playing in your bones. No one can copy that!”

Yoitha’s strength and the resilience of the metal drums—with mithril sheeting as the batter head—was truly incomparable. Cara had been to concerts, of course, and she thought Yoitha would have found a place in any band. She could knock down a mosh pit with her sound.

They’d create new noise ordinances around her. Cara had actually been jolted into the air at the end of the song, and they’d cracked the floorboards.

“I need to reinforce the stage. I can do it—I’ll make it strong, as if we were doing real smithing on it. Did you hear them applaud, Cara?”

“I saw them—I was deaf! You did it, Yoitha!”

“And I have more to learn! I messed half the notes up during my solo!”

The Dwarf was beaming. Because she wasn’t perfect, or even good. She’d carried the entire crowd on the sheer power of her performance, but she could be far better.

It mystified Rolare. He looked at their beaming faces and didn’t get why they were so happy for such a subpar performance. Or rather, he did. He saw the crowd’s reaction. He just couldn’t do what they did, and his face was faintly jealous. Longing.

Joeired was smiling. He covered it up when they turned to him and raised his voice to shout.

“You’ve cracked my stage, gotten the Synphasia in trouble—again—but the city is talking of you. You’d better have that stage fixed by tomorrow night, Yoitha, or I’ll dock your pay!”

“As long as you pay her as a full performer!”

Cara insisted. Joeired exploded at her.

“Of course I will, you pink-haired she-camel! She’s my third-best act, now! And we’ll have her on the song crystal! Now, we have a performance. That part where you just—sang without a dance routine.”

She held her breath, but Joeired snapped his fingers.

“—More of that! It only works if there are people performing with you. You singing alone is boring, but I see it now.”

So did she. It was like Violetta and her playing together. Cara needed a band. She had the attitude, the routines—now she needed something for people to see, along with her choreography.

“The Singer of the Synphasia!”

“I don’t like that name. The Singer of Noelictus? The Singer of…I could call myself the Siren of Songs. That’s catchier. The Synphasia isn’t a good enough name.”

“You sand louse! I didn’t choose it! Yes, perhaps something more iconic. But get recording those song crystals! The King of Avel wants one, and he’s even talking about hiring you to perform in Avel. This—this is it.”

It was it. Cara had a song crystal, and Aaron had told her that if a [Mage] recorded a song, they could transcribe and re-copy the song as many times as they needed. The Mage’s Guild was willing to make her a bunch of copies with the Helpful Servants doing the heavy lifting. It would drive costs down, and if they could sell them…

Joeired was rubbing his hands, and Yoitha hadn’t stopped smiling for the last three hours. The only person who looked upset was Rolare.

“That song you played. What was it, Cara?”

“Thunder. The original artist is, uh, Gabry Ponte. No, wait. Lumix? Prezioso? It must have been multiple artists.”

Cara checked her notes, and the flashing words appeared on her screen. Yoitha peered at the smartphone, and Rolare looked affronted.

“Thunder is apt given the volume. But explain this to me. So someone made the song, and you’re selling your version of it?”

“Yep. I’d pay them royalties if I could, but I think they’d understand in this particular situation.”

The interesting thing was that…well, Cara was slightly unnerved by Elena’s smartphone. It couldn’t be accurate, but if she scrolled through the apps and songs that Elena had on here—

It says this thing was released in 2021. That can’t be right. It was 2018 when I…

Had that much time passed on Earth? Impossible! Unless something was up? When had Elena come here? What did she know?

Cara had assumed they were the same chronologically—what an idiot! She recalled Aaron’s talks with the others during that text call. However, she’d assumed she was furthest ahead. The fact that someone was a full five years ahead of the others and they had all appeared around the same time was deeply unsettling.

Time travel. Or something is really up I don’t understand. Cara turned back to Rolare.

“So you’ll record a bunch of Cara’s songs.”

“And mine! I’ll play the drums on some.”

Yoitha waved her hand, and Joeired rubbed his hands together, beaming.

“The Synphasia will sell them. I have [Traders] interested in taking a few…and we shall tell them it comes from here! It will generate gold. If the songs sell well.”

Cara nodded.

“No one’s heard them before. I’ll record ‘albums’ of good songs that go together. One, to begin with. Don’t worry, Rolare. We’re not putting your song on. For one thing, not even a song crystal can reproduce how fine it is.”

She assumed that was his objection, but the half-Elf looked upset at this.

“Yes, of course. But…Cara will be the one everyone hears, then. My music will go unheard.”

He looked crestfallen. Even intimidated by Cara and Yoitha’s duet. In less than a week, they’d gotten to the level of this performance. His perfect song that had taken countless years to master…could not be copied and sold. Which he seemed both proud of and unnerved by.

Cara had a solution. She smiled at Rolare, who gave her an angry look, as if he thought she was mocking him.

“Rolare, I have it. We’ll make sure you get your due even if your song never gets played on the song crystals.”

“How? It seems to benefit only you and Yoitha—”

Cara gestured to Joeired, who was frowning at her, about to snap back at Rolare to deal with it.

“Why, we’ll save the final track on the song crystal, of course! Instead of music, when they get to the ‘end’, they’ll hear an announcement. Something like—”

She thought, then pitched her voice.

“If you would like to hear music beyond compare, come visit the Synphasia in Menorome and hear Rolairenes, the Violinist! His song cannot be captured by mere magic!”

She gave it the old announcer voice, and Rolare’s worried scowl smoothed out, and his eyes widened. Yoitha clapped her hands together.

“Cara! Don’t encourage his ego!”

“Why not? Visit the Synphasia, and if you show a song crystal, tickets are half-off! Enjoy Rolare’s perfect song—but watch out, because he’ll turn his nose up so high you can pluck a nose hair as a souvenir, that egotistical loudmouth!”

He turned red and glared, but Joeired clapped his hands.

“Yes! Yes! I like this! This is just like a Djinni shouting praise for a coliseum, or a [Gladiator] thanking a sponsor! Advertisements! But not just the ‘Synphasia’. Say rather, wherever Rolairenes or Cara tour! Menorome or Avel! Even Ailendamus!”

Everyone stopped, and Cara turned to Joeired.

“Wait, what?”

The Stitch-man had a cunning look in his eyes, and his smile revealed polished, white teeth.

“I am saying—His Majesty of Avel is so taken that we have been invited to perform in the Kingdom of Bows! And elsewhere! Rolairenes has been invited to the Kingdom of Keys—prepare to travel! Yoitha may be good enough to hold the Synphasia down, but we are all going to be famous.”

Cara’s mouth dropped, and Yoitha squeaked.

“Me? Alone?”

That was how Cara’s popularity truly began to skyrocket. And accordingly—her level.

[Grave Singer Level 28!]

[Skill – Wailer Frog Scream obtained!]

——

Out of all the Skills Cara had gotten, this latest one was the most insulting sounding. But she was still happy to level up. Apparently, at Level 30, she’d get a powerful Skill, and Cara was looking forwards to it. Performing on the road was just the thing.

Rolare was travelling with Cara to Avel and Samal as part of their first inter-kingdom tour. King Itreimedes himself had arranged for Cara and Rolare to perform in his kingdom, and Yoitha was performing at the Synphasia.

The Dwarf’s drumming ability wasn’t the only thing that Joeired could rely on while the two were gone. He’d calculated the losses they might incur financially and decided that even if they closed, the Synphasia’s prestige from performing abroad was worth it.

However, Cara had suggested a better alternative, which was to rely on Yoitha’s ability to perform…but also the song crystals to make up for lost sales. They were already popular as long-lasting forms of music, and they sold at the lobby.

Also, if you gave one to, say, Atanna, she could lip-sync the songs while adding her special effects. It wasn’t the most ethical thing to do, perhaps, but it certainly gave a new audience most of the quality of the performance.

Meanwhile, it let Cara and Rolare travel via the Nighttrain to Avel and Samal at very good speeds. The underground train was stone and flowed down some magical tracks underground so smoothly that Cara felt like it beat the subways she was used to.

“This is amazing.”

“Yes. Quite. No wonder Avel and Samal are so friendly with Noelictus after all this time. No other kingdom has transit this effective. Even the Walled Cities used to have a teleportation network, but I hear they don’t send people anymore.”

“That’s Izril, isn’t it? Drakes? I haven’t ever met them.”

Rolare shook his head as he tuned his violin, and Cara stared out at the changing stone flashing by them as the Nighttrain took them to a station in Avel.

“They are a touchy, possessive lot. Very hidebound and obsessed with law and their militaries. I’ve met a few, and they were always grating on my nerves.”

“Oh, and present company is so much more relaxing.”

He glared.

“You’ll have plenty of time to enjoy time without me, Cara. After Avel—which should be pleasant, it’s very high up and the people are frank but fair, so I’ve heard—I’m bound for Samal for at least a week.”

“And not me.”

Cara sighed. When Joeired had received the invitation to send his two best acts to tour, it had come from Avel and Samal, but the Kingdom of Keys had only wanted his finest. Joeired had a talent so powerful they had sent him a ‘Key of Invitations’ that let him pass into the cloistered kingdom guarded by a hundred thousand locks. He’d be performing for their reclusive people.

Cara would be headed back to Noelictus. She didn’t mind too much, but it still hurt her ego. Then again, since the songs ‘she’ had written were being sold on those song crystals, she reckoned she deserved any humbling she got. It felt bad to take credit for other artists’ music…but she needed some way to get ahead.

If I ever get back to Earth, they’ll hit me with every copyright lawsuit in the world. Oh, joy.

Nothing could dampen her enthusiasm to see a kingdom without permanent gloom, though, and so she clung to the windows as the Nighttrain sped underground to the only destination it ran to these days—the city of Yolance.

It was close to both Samal and Noelictus and thus had become a hub where Noelictus’ folk sometimes went to escape their Kingdom of Shade, and conversely, where travelers would buy tickets to visit the City of Repose, the only tourist destination in Noelictus, or head on east from there to Ailendamus.

——

The train station looked less like one Cara knew and more like a cathedral. People would pour off the Nighttrain, shaking off the ‘train legs’ you got from being in motion, and be greeted not by ticket counters or those turnstile gates, but by a welcoming committee of waving people in uniform, holding out hot towels and even aniseed balls, little snacks to welcome the riders to Avel.

It was the swankiest train station Cara had ever seen—probably because you had to be rich to afford the Nighttrain. This station was also made of dark stone, but the moment she and Rolare passed out of the station, they saw light coming from the entrance, and both began to jog forwards.

“Wait a second. Is it—?”

The half-Elf passed Cara with his longer legs and burst into the sunlight. He looked around, squinted, then shouted.

“The light! Glorious light! It’s so bright!”

The two fell to their knees—Cara because she tripped, going blind as she stumbled out of the station and hit a pile of leaves. A cascade of orange fluttered down around her as she got up, then stared up at the sky.

A blue sky and shining sun that seemed like the golden rays of heaven itself—if she believed she’d ever go there. An orb of yellow radiance hung over the distant, blue horizon and the sea.

Avel shone, and she and Rolare gaped around, starved for light and exuberance. Several Avelians were laughing at the people from Noelictus, who all had that wide-eyed look of bats emerging into the light.

It was also colder, Cara realized, and the air was thinner. Somehow, without her realizing it, the Nighttrain had gone uphill into Avel’s highlands where most of the people lived. Down the rocky cliffs was where the beaches met the sea, but up here it was cold—and getting colder still because it was fall!

It seemed bright as summer to Cara, and she just stood there until she noticed the yellow and orange leaves piled around her.

“Trees! Trees with color! Look, Rolare!”

She picked up a huge handful and tossed them up, laughing. Even the trees were familiar again! Brown, not grey! Each leaf had so much color, Rolare picked one up.

“Souvenirs. We should bring them back to Noelictus.”

Strange, how even these leaves felt precious and valuable. Cara was gathering them up for her belt pouch when someone coughed.

“I don’t mind re-raking the leaves since it gives you such joy, but they’ll rot afore you go back. You sure you wanna put them all in there? Some have slugs, you know.”

A [Gardener] was patiently watching the half-Elf and [Singer] frolic in the leaves with urbane amusement. Cara turned red, then sprang to her feet.

“I’m so sorry.”

She’d gotten into his leaf piles! There were trees planted along the walkway that led to the Nighttrain’s station. Rolare straightened at once, then began bowing to the [Gardener].

They were hugely embarrassed, but he seemed amused by their antics.

“Are you that [Singer] and the Violinist what’s going to play across the kingdom? His Majesty was through here two days back, and he told everyone to gather up and listen.”

“His Majesty did? He sounds very personable.”

The old [Gardener] had silver in his hair from age, tanned, wrinkly skin, and a farmer-style set of overalls and boots for working in the fall rains while he tended to the trees in the city. He turned his head, pursed his lips, and spat into the grass, which horrified Rolare, the half-Elf of nature. Cara liked the gardener instantly. Avel reminded her a bit of home, with its direct people.

“Our [King]? He’s a pain in the ass, is what he is. Last time he came by, he shot one of my trees. I’d have swatted him with a rake. When he was a lad, he was an innocent boy climbing trees and giving everyone an apple and a handshake for the hard work. Now he’s fat as a hog and half as cute. But he was properly excited. I hope you’re ready to sing because he’s talked you up no end.”

“We are. And we have…three cities to go through in a week? Eight? Is Joeired mad? We’ll be performing each night!”

And travelling hard via the day, but the [Gardener] assured them it wouldn’t be the worst.

“The capital’s not that far from here. Looks like you’ll do a big loop. Don’t worry about the roads. Sometimes they’re a bit rocky, but you’ll be riding with our mountain ponies. They’re friendly, fast, and if you’re lucky, you might even get a gazelle sled! Though it’s only ‘fun’ if you’re in the wilds.”

“Gazelle sled?”

Apparently, there were some wild gazelles which loved Avel’s highlands. The suckers could hop up to six feet, and brave Avelians would hitch a sled to some and go racing downhill or do jumps. It was a good way to break tons of bones, and Cara decided she had to try it.

One week, eight days, three cities. Several towns and villages, with up to three performances per day. Joeired was a taskmaster bastard, but Rolare reckoned that they’d still have at least one day or two to relax.

“He isn’t half the monster I thought he would be.”

Cara was chewing on the aniseed ball and shrugged.

“You know, he acts like a horrible manager, but he’s always paid us on time, and he does give us breaks. I think he’s playing it up. He was a performer, like us. He acts all unctuous towards the guests and like a nightmare to us, but I’ve seen worse directors.”

“Hmm. True. And he has that…look to him. You know? Florid? Too-expensive clothing that’s somehow tasteless, and those rings? And he’s slightly pudgy.”

“He looks alright.”

Cara defended Joeired, scowling a bit at how Rolare insulted him. Joeired was very nimble—but the half-Elf waggled a finger at Cara.

“I’m not being insulting. Rather, it’s interesting because he doesn’t have to look like that.”

“…How do you mean?”

“He is a Stitch-man. He could look more handsome than you or I. You don’t know them very well, but they’re famous for changing their faces, skin tone, height—he could be the most attractive person he wants.”

“What, they can change everything?”

Imagine that talent for acting. Cara was a bit unsettled, but she had seen Joeired taking his leg off. So it was all an act!

She was rather impressed. He’d fooled even her with his greasy look. Rolare brushed at his hair as they went exploring the city of Yolance.

“A strange man. I heard him say, once, that he met Barelle the Bard. Perhaps he is a good man after all.”

“He’d hate us saying that. You know what? We should buy him a souvenir and tell everyone what a wonderful man he is. He’d pop half the stitches he’s got if someone even touches him with kindness. Like a fecking allergic toad.”

Rolare laughed. Then he gave Cara a sideways look.

“Yes…what’s that accent, by the way?”

“What?”

Cara’s Irish tone had slipped out, unguarded. She scowled at him, and Rolare raised his hands.

“I was just trying to place it. It’s Desonis, maybe? It’s not from the north, I don’t think. It’s very—unique.”

“One comment about how it sounds hard to parse and I’ll stomp your toes. You wouldn’t know where it’s from.”

She was sensitive about being mocked for her tone, but Rolare just found it interesting. Despite herself, Cara didn’t mind his company, and soon they were walking Yolance.

The brightness of Avel aside, the Kingdom of Bows really was just one long plateau of forested land. It combined the verticality of cliffs with huge forests that apparently had a good number of nature-loving folk—but forestry provided bows and timber.

It felt too open and too defenseless—until Cara realized she was looking for the feet-thick walls and reinforced timber of Noelictus. Avel was wild, free, and she wondered why anyone would want to live in Noelictus, not here.

Then she noticed how many products were made of Ashwheat and how few farms or other plots of land there were. The soil was hard, and while there was grass and nature, game hunting predominated. They had to be reliant on Noelictus’ grain, and this nation was smaller on the map than Noelictus by half.

There was also, she noticed, less magic on the streets of Yolance. Menorome imported blown glass and had those fantastic candles they hung in lanterns by the thousand. By contrast, Yolance just used wood torches sapped with resin at night.

It was so…low-tech compared to Menorome, but on the other hand, half the people on the street had something made of wood, and it was apparently common to everyone to have a multipurpose knife they could use to carve something. They did it while they talked or performed other professions. Whittled wood to make arrows, trimmed scraps into little decorations—you could buy a painted, hand-carved bird figurine or a leaping gazelle for coppers at practically any street!

A lovely kingdom that needs Noelictus to live. A fine tourist’s destination. Cara and Rolare ended up walking the streets and chatting. In fact, Cara found a moment to ask Rolare about her new Skill.

“What’s a Wailer Frog? I can apparently shout like one.”

“Sounds disgusting.”

“It sounds like an attack Skill. I could have used it against the undead. Don’t make me use it on you. Do you even have Skills?”

They were walking along an avenue filled with, contrary to Cara’s expectations, glass. An entire street of glassblowers, and in one smoking part of the city, a foundry dedicated to the work.

Avel made glass! They pulled sand up from their beaches, and the sheets and panes of glass were the least they could do. Colored glass in every shape and size was carefully arranged for buyers, but the real exports were apparently stuff used in alchemical work, the odd test tubes and beakers.

All of this was artistic stuff. Which, Cara realized, was because Ailendamus, the famous ‘Kingdom of Glass and Glory’, had completely overtaken Avel’s own artisans. Their mass-produced glass now made windows in Avel itself, whereas the colorful, hand-produced stuff was Avel’s pride.

Another implicit sign that Ailendamus was the unfriendly neighbor pressing on Noelictus and other nations both militarily and economically.

Either way, it was a very lovely street to walk on, and the warmth from the glassblowers’ kilns took away the fall chill. Rolare was admiring a snowflake made of green glass and looked up.

“Of course I have Skills. I just told you I’m neither a [Warrior] nor a [Musician]. All my Skills are devoted to…learning and perfecting something. For instance, I have [Refine Action]. I get better the more I practice, guaranteed.”

“Is that why you obsess over everything you like? What’s your class, then?”

Rolare paused, then pointed down the street.

“I think I’ve heard of Wailer Frogs. They must be a monster. Let’s visit that bookstore. Or an Adventurer’s Guild. They would know.”

“Hey. What’s your class?”

——

Rolare bought a monster bestiary that had a reference to Wailer Frogs. Cara saw him reading with a huge frown as she kept badgering him about his class.

“Wailer Frogs. Loud…some are six feet long? They’re carnivorous…live in Izril and Baleros…stun their prey by screaming at them? They hunt foxes!”

He gave her an appalled look, and Cara threw up her hands.

“It’s a Skill. So I can scream so loud it’ll stun someone. Nice self-defense trick. Actually…that’s useless on the dead. They don’t have working ears. What a crock!”

Maybe she could scream so loud it tore the flesh off their bones? Cara doubted her Skill let her do that, but she and Rolare walked out of the glass district and towards the plaza where they’d be playing. Outdoors, which Cara worried about for acoustics, but they were hanging tarp all over the stage.

And there was more to do. A kind of skiing you did on dirt or grass as well as ice downhill, a shop selling sap covered with aniseed, and even, Cara saw, a pet store with little lambs, the cutest things in the world, peering out the windows.

“Aw. How adorable.”

That came from Rolare. Cara took one look at the mewling things turning their faces up to the glass, and she agreed they were cute as buttons. But she had the distinct impression they were sizing her up for a second before giving her charming mewls.

“Little dossers, more like. I don’t trust them. You don’t have pets. I doubt they’d like Noelictus, and besides, this lot is trouble.”

Rolare paused as he bent over the window.

“How can you make a judgment call on them in five seconds, Cara? Are you allergic to innocent animals?”

She snagged his arm and dragged him back.

“I can when the first thing they stared at was your money pouch. Are they smart or something?”

The Sariant Lambs were giving her innocent glares. Rolare looked utterly stupefied by Cara’s conviction they were smart devils, but she was on a kind of vacation, and she’d had it up to here with trickery.

They gave her the same vibe as the Helpful Servants, as King Allorev, as a lot of Noelictus, actually. Secrets buried beneath the outer layer.

It was in the eyes, the way they, like Cara, were fine actors. She saw one hesitate, then cry out, as if it had hurt its hoof.

“Oh, look at the lovely thing! Let’s go in and tell the owner it’s hurt!”

A couple passing by the shop saw the animal and rushed inside to check on it. Cara saw the lamb smile, satisfied, until it noticed her watching. Then it spat at her!

Rolare started as he saw the lamb spit on the glass, then he began laughing so hard he braced on her to keep upright.

“Well, it doesn’t like you either!”

“Yuck it up. Come on, I’m not getting sneered at on break. Yoitha’s not here, so be careful or I’ll hit you for her. And I don’t have to watch my strength.”

The Dwarf was always the one keeping Rolare’s ego in check. He hurried after her, catching up easily.

“She won’t stop talking about how much more I have to learn.”

“Well, she’d know. Apparently, she’s seen the peak of smithing masters. The team she worked with. Did you know them?”

Rolare heaved a huge sigh and, to Cara’s mild annoyance, re-linked arms with her as they walked towards the gates. Yolance’s city limits didn’t even end with walls proper, like most cities. They just…stopped. As if the builders had decided here was where street ended and grass began. There was a damn forest feet from the buildings, and someone had put a bird feeder outside their window.

“Who, Forgemaster Taxus? Pelt the Hammer? They were famous for over a century. For Dwarves, that’s a long time. Of course I remember them. They might have been the best in the world, but she talks like she’s seen better.”

“She sounds like it. Could she have?”

Rolare shrugged, glancing down at Cara. He was still nibbling his aniseed snack. He tucked his book under his arm to do it. He was wearing only his tunic and leggings from Menorome and, she realized, shivering slightly. Rolling her eyes, Cara tried to drag him to find a coat, but then gave up and unwound a scarf she’d bought.

“Here.”

“Thank you. As to your question, I don’t know. You hear stories. Dwarves are surprisingly open and personable, but they have their secrets. For instance, I’ve heard that there are some Dwarves in Deríthal-Vel you can’t even speak to.”

“Upper class? Monarchs?”

“No, they’re a democracy, surprisingly. One of those rare ones where they elect a leader. But I’ve heard half-Elves mention ‘Grandfathers’. So, some very old Dwarves. Then again, the half-Elves who encountered them were old themselves.”

“How old is…”

“Two thousand years. She was the great, great, great…great…grandmother of one of my childhood friends. Her memory was failing, but she swore she knew them. They came out once, to clear up a war that nearly happened between Deríthal-Vel and Erribathe. That’s the Kingdom of Myths, as old as any kingdom. One of the original ones founded by the Hundred Heroes.”

Cara gave Rolare a few nods.

“Ah. You know, all that sounds like a load of pure shite. I can’t believe everything you said was probably true.”

Rolare gave Cara another blank look, then smiled.

“I suppose Terandria is old. It must be strange for a…Balerosian like you.”

He hazarded a guess, and Cara laughed. Rolare scowled.

“Izrilian, then. I thought if you didn’t know Wailer Frogs…you’re not Chandrarian, or Joeired would be more familiar with you. Then again, they’re big continents. I could imagine you and he coming from different sides of the—if I share my class with you, will you tell me where you’re from? Everyone wants to know.”

“Are they betting on which continent I hail from? You know, there’s a prize for anyone who gets your class from you.”

“Really?”

He perked up, hearing this. Cara gave Rolare an elbow, but he looked genuinely pleased anyone cared so much.

“What’s the prize?”

“A pot of Atanna’s best curry mix, the stuff no one can find more of from the [Merchants]. What’s my bounty at?”

“…I think it’s fifteen Prelons if it was Baleros. There’s an option on Rhir, which is the most common thought. You win a free slime jello. And if you’re actually from an island or something—I think Yoitha put down for that—you get a three hour massage coupon from Joeired.”

“He’s in on it? Ridiculous!”

Cara began chuckling, and Rolare joined in. After a second, he glanced at her.

“Everyone is curious. No one’s ever heard your songs, you know. If you don’t wish to say…I told them you deserve your privacy. People outside my village pry. Sometimes we deserve all the space. These cities are so close. You deserve to have a secret.”

She smiled at that. Cara had all kinds of excuses and lies, but right now, she felt good. The wind was cold, and Rolare was still shivering. So she walked a bit closer. It was a strange forest trail with a bunch of foxes who scattered at the signs of their approach. It led in a loop back to the city, and someone had posted a bunch of signs telling people the foxes were not huntable.

“Tell you what. Tell me your class if you’re okay with that, and I’ll tell you half the truth. The other half you’ll have to guess.”

Rolare huffed for a second indignantly before relenting.

“I feel like I’m losing out—but oh, very well. I am a [Hermit of Mastery].”

Cara caught her breath. That class fit him so well! She grinned, then winked one eye slightly and let her accent return.

“Aw, well, if you have to have it from me—I’m from Ireland. The streets of Galway before I appeared here. But I was born in Antrim. That’s in the United Kingdoms, though some eedjits think we’re all English. Good way to have a brick heaved at their heads.”

Rolare walked on for a long moment. Then he spoke.

“That’s no nation I’ve ever heard of. Are you lying to me?”

He looked confused rather than hurt, as if he wasn’t sure why Cara would try. In response, she just patted his arm.

“It’s the dead truth, Rolare. I said I’d let you figure out the rest. Maybe keep it between you and the steady members of the Synphasia? Technically, we’re on an island.”

He nodded. His brows were furrowed up, and Cara walked as a fox yipped. Rolare tossed them some of the aniseed ball, and it was promptly horked back up. She smiled at the foxes and, after a second, nudged Rolare.

“How about I throw something in to make up for my truth telling not being good enough?”

“Sure. How do you spell ‘Eye-er-land?’”

He was fumbling for a quill to jot down the names in his book when Cara swung around to face Rolare. He stopped, looked down expectantly, and she grinned up at him.

“Here’s a second secret. If you were choosing your moment, the best time to try for a kiss was on the Nighttrain. Or now.”

His eyes widened, and he froze for a long second. Then stared down at Cara as a bunch of curious, yipping foxes gathered around the two.

The cute marsupials stared up for a second before begging for a treat again. Cara decided it was warm after all and tugged some jerky out of her belt pouch to toss at them.

“Just so we’re clear, it’s casual. I’m not looking to settle down, and I—”

She hesitated.

“I’m not sure where I’m going.”

“What? Oh—perish the thought. I just—what I mean is—”

“Mhm. Are these magical foxes?”

Rolare stared down at a fox climbing up his legs as if he hadn’t even noticed. He hesitated.

“I think all foxes are inherently magical. Um. So…”

He looked so off-kilter that Cara had to stand there, expectantly, until it became clear the only person who was going to embrace her was a fox kit begging for food.

——

It took him five out of the eight days to figure out how to put an arm around her shoulders without her prompting him first. And he looked so entirely pleased by the act that Cara nearly kicked him as they were sitting in the tavern, relaxing after a show.

She was glad that they had both agreed this was casual, even experimental. Because Cara had the feeling any kind of relationship with Rolare in the long term would drive her to insanity.

It was his style. He found something he thought worked and then decided he would do it all the time. For instance, after he figured out how to casually put an arm around her shoulders, he proceeded to repeat the action about two hundred times over the next three days.

He did try, and he was thoughtful, but in a Rolare way. Which was to say, the first day, he bought her a drink after her singing, just a cup of ale, and she was happy to get it. So he bought her a cup of ale at every stop and after every show until the [Proprietress] of an inn on the third day pulled Cara aside and warned her she thought Rolare was trying to get her drunk on purpose.

The Human woman found herself leading, then being swept into Rolare’s pace, and it didn’t quite jive with her. She didn’t mind the initiative, but she felt like she rushed Rolare around.

Then again, it was only a week in Avel. The fall leaves kept blowing out of the forests, and sometimes they sent showers of color into the air as shaggy mountainous ponies carried the two from city to city, singing and playing music for the people who flocked to hear them.

King Itreimedes himself followed the two around for five entire days, talking with Rolare and Cara. The fact that she had endless songs she could recite for him filled the [King of Bows] with joy, and he did some flirting himself, blissfully ignorant of Rolare’s glares.

“I could see myself doing this for a long time. Travelling. Singing. Playing music and exploring Terandria. Even other continents.”

Cara told Rolare that, and he put an arm around her shoulders.

“It is pleasant. I tried doing it on my way to Menorome, but the conditions meant I couldn’t play at every inn. I’m trying to…relax my standards? That doesn’t sound right.”

“It had better not. Call it improvising when the performance doesn’t go perfect. You’re doing it better. Maybe I could do this…but I need to pay my debts in Menorome first. And improve. Always, improve.”

Cara stared around at the landscape, and Rolare gave her a slightly despairing look.

“Here I thought I was in search of mastery. You push yourself hard.”

To that, she sighed and leaned back against him, and he had absolutely no followup after the arm trick. But that was alright. She had plenty.

“Time’s not on my side, Rolare. If I move too fast, let me know. But I don’t have forever, so I’m trying to embrace now.”

“You do it like a breeze racing ahead of me.”

That was what he managed. It was an unlikely pairing, the two of them sitting in a wagon and riding on to their next destination. Two performers, yes, but…

——

King Itreimedes didn’t see it. Why would a half-Elf, however allegedly attractive, and Cara, the prickly yet entertaining [Singer], be an item?

“You must be mad, Minister of Defense. They’re excellent friends. But—completely incompatible. She and I flirt. How could they have any chemistry at all?”

He was riding in their wake, and an exasperated woman snapped at him.

“I’m not your Minister of Defense, Your Majesty. I’m Rosienne, your Minister of Welfare!”

“Ah, right. Well. You two look the same.”

The balding Minister of Defense and his Minister of Welfare shot Itreimedes such dirty looks he avoided their gazes.

“Explain to me why they’re a couple. Sure, he has his arm around her. So what? It’s cold. Someone get me a blanket. I’ll settle this issue now.”

He began to ride forwards when Rosienne seized his reins.

“Oh, no you don’t. Do you not see her blushing? His ear tips are red!”

She pointed covertly at the two, and Cara was rolling her eyes as she and Rolare argued. Itreimedes hesitated as he squinted at the two. He had amazing vision and, after a moment, harrumphed.

“Well, I imagine it’s hot being so close together. Maybe they should ride instead of sweltering in the wagon.”

The royal court stared at each other, then at their [King]. Itreimedes told himself anyone could be blushing in a bad light. A tan looked like a blush.

Sure, they worked together often. And yes, maybe they were so musically inclined that when Cara began humming, Rolare played on his violin and she turned to him and gave him a look of, what…envy?

Itreimedes envied Rolare’s genius with the bow. Any woman or man or child would honestly want to listen to the fellow. It made sense the half-Elf, in turn, seemed to give Cara a look of fascination every time she riffed on his songs and added that originality to what he had mastered.

But that, of course, meant Itreimedes was right and they were water and fire, slowness and quicksilver, and opposite personalities did not attract, contrary to what you read in storybooks. They had to have a shared commonality.

“They don’t even have the same preferences. He uses a sword on training dummies in the morning, she threatens to put a boot up my ass.”

“Violence against deserving targets, Your Majesty?”

“Hah! Name me one thing they do together aside from performing.”

The court looked at each other.

“Exploring each street and alleyway of each town they come across?”

“Endless fascination with culture?”

“A willingness to buy every trinket and knickknack they find?”

“Two strangers from distant lands exploring worlds they find bewildering, yet fascinating, with excellent, even crippling desires to impress everyone they come across? A fantastic display of upper, lower, and middle body strength that comes of wanting to master both the artistic creativity and their own physical forms?”

King Itreimedes stared at his Minister of Defense.

“That was quite poetic, old man. But don’t be disgusting. She’s far too young.”

“I’m not the one making a thousand passes at her. And what about you?”

The Minister of Defense tried to climb out of his saddle to fight with Itreimedes. The King of Bows felt at his paunch.

“I’m not that different from the two of them. I like people. I get out. And I’m exercising with Cara. Each morning.”

The entire Royal Court avoided looking at him as he turned for validation. Part of the reason Itreimedes had stuck around was because Cara fascinated him on a number of levels. Part of why his people allowed him to skirt his duties was, well, because it was good for him.

——

Each morning, Cara began stretching and exercising as Rolare warmed up with his sword. It was another coincidental similarity the two had—a devotion to keeping themselves not just fit, but in the peak of their condition.

Cara had claimed she’d been out of shape after a month of living rough with the Hunters. The King of Bows had laughed when he’d heard this, thinking she was exaggerating or fishing for compliments.

However, when he’d tried to join her for her morning workout, he’d ended up flat on his back, red-faced and puffing for air despite the autumn chill. Cara O’Sullivan was practicing what she called ‘yoga’ as well as dancing and even gymnast exercises.

It was something she had learned for the stage. Itreimedes had never thought keeping your arm in one position or arching your back for a minute could tire you out so much!

What delighted everyone, from the Minister of Defense on down, was that he kept at it. In fact, Itreimedes had begun talking about longer rides, even taken to shooting his bow each morning. It could have just been trying to show off for Cara and Rolare, but after he’d worn himself out shooting for merely twenty minutes at an archery range with them, he had seemed shocked that he wasn’t the boy who could stand for three hours in the pouring rain and have the energy to go swimming afterwards.

——

The tour of the duo across Avel was doing a lot for His Majesty of Avel. The one thing that he wasn’t going to get was a happy ending, though. Patiently, his Minister of Welfare tried again.

“Think of it this way, Your Majesty. The same thing that you find so enjoyable about Singer Cara is what Violinist Rolare does. She is outgoing, easy to enjoy the company thereof—”

“Are you flirting with her too? Don’t be disgusting. You’re both women—”

He got a slap on his shoulder, and Itreimedes shied away as his Minister glowered.

“Your Majesty. I am pointing out that this fall’s romance makes sense if you had eyes. They’re learning about each other!”

“Practically a full education. A full school’s worth, not just an apprenticeship.”

“Overnight tutoring, I bet.”

The court added agreement as Itreimedes turned purple with outrage.

“He’s a half-Elf! How is he in any way outgoing?”

He pointed at Rolare in outrage, denying the two had any chemistry. The Court of Avel paused and turned to the Minister of Welfare. She gave her [King] a triumphant smile because his best argument was, in fact, a trap.

“You may think they’re dissimilar, but Your Majesty—Rolairenes is a half-Elf. From a traditional, timeless village. Have you ever heard of one of them being half as worldly or interested in doing unique things as he is?”

Itreimedes’ mouth opened, and he had nothing to say to that. His only rebuttal was to scoff.

“I can be charming. You said it looks like a mere fling of affections. Well, I can hit a target too. Cara, Rolare! How are you enjoying the, uh, mountains? I say, if you want, you could stay another week! I know Rolare has to go to Samal, but I would happily host Cara at the palace for—”

He galloped forwards, and the court, sighing, went after him. Part of why Itreimedes liked Cara was doubtless superficial and spontaneous. He was the flightiest of [Kings], adventurous, and yes, not a bad man. Just bored and unchallenged.

Cara was the living embodiment of a challenge. Are you looking at me? Want to make something of it? And she did. She had the gumption to do things that were sometimes stupid. Or insane. But she did it because she thought it mattered.

Whether or not it was always wise, well—no one would accuse Itreimedes of seeking wisdom in women or in general. Indeed, Cara and Rolare sat bolt upright, and it turned out they were sharing a blanket after all.

“Your Majesty, I, uh—thank you for your interest. But I think I have a schedule to keep.”

Cara smiled at Itreimedes, leaned over next to Rolare, who was flushed crimson under the blanket. They were both covered by it, a handsome Avelian quilt he had gifted Cara.

“Oh my.”

That came from Rolare. Itreimedes nodded happily as one of the royal court slowed and gave the two a very long and strange look.

“You may call it excessive generosity, Violinist Rolare, but I would extend the same to you. Can you not reschedule, Miss Cara? It is the favor of a crown—heavy it rests on my head and all that! I’m sure the Synphasia would understand, and it would be profitable. Very much so.”

He waggled his brows at Cara, who was giving him a huge smile. Rolare murmured.

“Ancestors. Dead gods! W-what an offer.”

He seemed stunned by the offer. Very stiff and silent as Cara hesitated, then demurred.

“I, ah—I have pressing engagements, and I think we’re actually booked by a [Lord] of some kind. Even for such a wondrously generous invitation—I would hate to offend a foreign lord.”

“Are you sure? I could offend him for you. You haven’t seen the rest of what Avel has to offer!”

Itreimedes was pressing. So was Cara, in her way. Rolare was dead silent as they rustled a bit beneath the blanket. One of the members of Itreimedes’ court coughed.

“Your Majesty, we would not want to disturb the Synphasia’s plans. Starting a fight with foreign nobility—”

“Oh—very well! I’ll leave you alone about it.”

Itreimedes sensed a scolding and withdrew from that argument huffily, and Rolare gasped.

“Thank you! I think that’s enough!”

Cara was smiling, and Itreimedes sighed as the court tried to escort him back. Even the ponies were staring at him, but he just shook his head.

“Perhaps I could visit Menorome instead…you’ll have to show me more of those exercises, and at least let’s go for a ride! Why, we could go for a gallop now! Over yonder.”

He pointed, and Cara gave Itreimedes a huge, considering look as Rolare began to sweat, crimson in the face. Itreimedes wondered if the half-Elf was sick. Ah, well, Samal could deal with that.

“I, um…am busy right now, Your Majesty? Perhaps in twenty—”

She glanced at Rolare and hesitated.

“—Ten minutes?”

“Splendid. I could actually use a moment to freshen up. We could bag a deer and present it at the next city!”

Itreimedes was relieved because he had recalled he actually needed to pee. He rode back in a hurry, scanning for a nice outcrop of rock to be subtle behind. It only occurred to him that his royal court was giving him the side-eye after he’d headed back.

“What? Oh, are you going to lecture me about flirting with the common folk? The impropriety of a [King] addressing anyone who’s under fifty with so much as a casual tone? The ‘wes’ and royal address are only necessary in public, formal events. I’m allowed to live! And the two have no chemistry. You didn’t see them flirting one bit, did you?”

“…No. I definitely did not see any flirting, Your Majesty.”

“Nor a thought between your ears. Dead gods. I’ve seen you shoot horse flies that offended you. He must be doing this on purpose.”

The King of Bows ignored his Minister of Defense. The man was going senile, but Itreimedes let him stay around because he had a soft spot for the old timer. He rode off quickly to have a quiet pee. Some things you had to keep hidden from guests. Rolare and Cara didn’t even notice. Why, he seemed to be singing up ahead. Maybe he did have a tiny bit of chemistry with her.

Maybe.

——

The King of Bows was a decent egg. Despite his inability to take a hint, even when Rolare was shouting it, Cara liked him.

She wondered if he might be that sort of fellow who didn’t know how to take a ‘no’. Or rather, she wanted to believe he’d listen to a ‘no’, but anything short of that went over his head.

Maybe it was Avel. The people here were straightforward and mocked the King of Bows half the journey while bringing him healthy snacks and water while he exercised, all while he and they exchanged insults like crazy.

To Cara, it sounded loving, and that, more than any royal before, made her trust him, even against her better judgment.

She had also had a productive stay in Avel such that she and Rolare were loath to part ways, and he even suggested trying to get her into Samal. They had certainly both learned a lot…and he seemed reluctant to go.

Perhaps things would be different in Noelictus. Make no promises. Cara had been frank that this week was the only guaranteed thing.

“If I talked to the Key-Guards or whoever holds the border, I am sure I could insist upon you coming with me.”

“Rolare, I do have an engagement that Joeired’s set up.”

He paused as he packed his things.

“You do? I thought you made it up to get the King of Bows off our backs.”

“Well, I was getting both him and you off at the same time.”

He looked so entirely offended by that—once he figured out the meaning—that Cara sighed. She hugged him again.

“You silly half-Elf. You’re taking this way too seriously, too fast.”

“I’m moving too fast?”

He looked like he was tripping head over heels down a cliff. Maybe he had no experience whatsoever in making things…ah, maybe there was no such thing as casualness. But they could at least be honest. Cara let go.

“I’m going to Ailendamus.”

“Wh—you are? When was this arranged?”

Rolare looked surprised, and Cara rolled her eyes.

“Before we left! You didn’t care—you were thinking of Samal and making a list of things to see while rubbing it in Yoitha’s face. Oh, and bring her and me something back. She’s lonely without us, and we’re her only friends.”

“Good idea. Yoitha always brings me a gift if she goes off…maybe a skeleton key. Their gifts are all key-related, and you have to have a lot of keys to get into the inner parts of the kingdom. It’s all…key-hierarchy. I’ll tell you about it when I get back. Where are you going?”

Cara just checked a map and pulled a face.

“You’ve got a week in Samal, then a nice, easy trip via the Nighttrain back to Menorome. Me? I’m headed to Menorome tonight, and I have to take an Overnight Carriage to the border. Then I wake up in Ailendamus and meet with a ‘Baron Digneral’ who wants to hear me sing in several of his towns. Then I’m travelling back—I’ll be on the road nearly a third of the trip.”

“Nasty.”

His lack of great sympathy for her made Cara raise a fist. Then she sighed.

“Well. I do want to see Ailendamus.”

She wanted to see the nation that might have had a role in Afiele’s fate. It was just a single line from the dead [Necromancer], Feren. Suspicions by Seraphel and Grishen and the others.

Perhaps she could stop by Afiele? No, it was slightly out of the way. Ovela was the border province that neighbored Ailendamus, but you had to head southeast to cross into Afiele.

“Are you sure it’s safe? I hear there’s a bunch of skirmishing going on.”

“Not a war. I’m told there’s rules of war here. Besides, I want to see Seraphel, and I might get a chance to meet with her. Not that she’ll be pleased with me visiting the ‘enemy’. Actually, don’t tell anyone where I’m going. Joeired’s doing it for the gold and fame, but he says it might upset people from Noelictus.”

“My lips are sealed. Do enjoy yourself, though. You might like it more than that King of Bows’ hospitality.”

Rolare sniffed. He was slightly offended by Itreimedes’ attempts to flirt with Cara, and the [Singer] raised her eyebrows.

“How so?”

Rolare grudgingly set down his pack and pointed at Cara’s map. Ailendamus sat squarely in the lower middle of Terandria, the biggest nation in the entire continent. Even if a few nations like ‘Erribathe’ and ‘Taimaguros’ were equivalent in size, it was clear this was a superpower. And doubly clear, based on the erased lines of smaller nations, that Ailendamus had acquired its size by being very good at war.

“I grew up in one of the eternal villages in Erribathe. That’s the Kingdom of Myth. There are a few villages like that. The Village of Springwaters, the Village of Snowfield…that’s where you get common last names.”

“Is that why you never use yours?”

He grimaced.

“Yes. I’d be called ‘Rolairenes Forestshield’. Like every other half-Elf from the Village of Forestshield. I didn’t even know you had last names like that…anyways, the traditional villages aren’t very common, and some of us aren’t disturbed for centuries at a time. But even we heard about Ailendamus appearing two hundred years ago. They have modern crossbows, ‘Greatbows’, produce most of Terandria’s steel outside of Deríthal-Vel, and their glass, and they’re a magical powerhouse on the level of Tourvecall, the Kingdom of Incantations. One second they were a tiny kingdom called Thire that collapsed, the next—they were conquering nations like the King of Destruction. Though he’s also new.”

“Huh. Are you saying we should beg for a sponsorship from them?”

All of this didn’t sway Cara one bit. Afiele’s charming hospitality and goodness was forever etched into her memory alongside that giant zombie, the terror and death that one man had brought.

If someone in Ailendamus or the nation had sanctioned him—she would never forgive them. And who else stood to gain? The crown? Grishen? The Twins? The loss of Lord Lantal and Lady Risel seemed to help only one group.

She was open to other ideas that would arrive at the truth, but to her relief, Rolare shook his head.

“No. I just meant that if you wanted to see a nation almost as nice as Samal—Ailendamus was quite pleasant when I passed through.”

Cara blinked at him. Her first encounter with the Kingdom of Glass and Glory was actually fairly calm compared to what would come later. But even then—it certainly left an impact.

——

The sound of an arrow punching through the thin walls of the carriage made Cara flinch. She was already on the floor, and the screaming grew louder from the occupants within.

“Give us everything you’ve got! Come on, toss it out! Or we’ll put another hole in the next idiot who tries to be brave!”

Of all the things Cara feared, undead, failure to impress, corruption in the Hunter’s Guild, meeting Seraphel’s husband and seeing her unhappy, monsters—

She had completely forgotten to worry about [Bandits].

Three days after saying goodbye to Rolare and heading to Menorome then taking a carriage, Cara was worried about bandits. They had passed out of Noelictus, watching the trees brighten and regain color with every passing mile as they crossed the conflicted border into the Kingdom of Glass and Glory.

In fact, the territory of ‘Ailendamus’ began well before the trees fully brightened, showing how they had encroached on traditionally Noelictan territory. It was part of the reason there was no peace—and Ailendamus clearly had the strength to hold these lands, despite raids by the Twins of Ovela.

Unfortunately, it meant that the lack of a permanent authority gave rise to this.

[Bandits]!

They’d killed the [Driver]. So fast that the carriage had gone still and the horses had begun screaming when Cara woke up and realized something was wrong. She peeked up over the windows of the carriage and saw a flurry of horses, figures aiming bows at the carriage—and two dead men.

Some brave idiot had tried to get the horses moving, or maybe just thought he had a chance. His leg was still in the carriage door, and Cara kept expecting it to move.

Only, the death magic wasn’t reanimating the corpses. This was another kingdom.

Shame…in this moment, Cara could have used an undead to command. She was running through the things she could do, and dodging arrows wasn’t an ability she had.

“J-just put all your money and valuables here, ladies, sir. Don’t try to fool them. Some [Bandits] have Skills and can tell if you’re holding something back.”

A nervous woman who was supposed to be a kind of tour guide to the rest of the group with Cara was whispering to them. She was white-faced, terrified, but her hands were steady as she held out a sack she’d pulled out from under her seat.

“Everything? But I have an heirloom from—”

One of the women was a [Merchant]’s wife of some kind, returning home. She clutched at an enchanted ring, and the first woman hesitated.

“Hide it under your seat, maybe! Everything else—Miss? Do you have anything else?”

Cara tossed in her pouch of coins and shook her head. Both her and Elena’s smartphones were in her belt pouches, and she hoped they wouldn’t count.

“Nothing.”

“Very good then. Please, don’t shoot! We have everything! Don’t hurt us!”

The woman turned, opened a shutter, and screamed out of the carriage. Cara saw the older man staring blankly at what might have been his son or companion lying on the ground. Five other women, one of them the [Merchant]’s wife and two travelling friends of hers, one the guide, and the final one a travelling [Herbalist].

“You don’t have anything else, do you?”

The [Guide] hissed at the [Herbalist], and the terrified young woman shook her head. She had to be younger than Cara.

“N-no! Just some herbs. I was told to buy them up from Noelictus! I’m in the service of House Shoel!”

“Isn’t that a famous house in Ailendamus? What are you doing here? Are you high-level?”

“Yes! No! I’m Level 27!”

That was high-level for her age. The [Merchant]’s wife gasped. Cara, heart still pounding out of her chest, paused a second and stared at the [Guide].

“Where’s our coin? Aha. Well, well. Is this everything?”

A nasty-looking man appeared in the window of the carriage. He leered in, and he did have a terrific scar on his face.

Looks like an infected wound gone wrong. Here was someone Cara bet was desperate. Maybe he was a displaced local or soldier? War made bandits out of honest people…

But this [Bandit] group was bold and well-coordinated. They might have started as desperate looters, but they were professional enough for one to come over and inspect the carriage while the rest took positions on horseback. No going out in a blaze of glory; you’d be a pincushion first.

Even Rolare would be dead before he got ten feet, unless he had learned how to cut an arrow in half. Cara bet he had, and she was glad he wasn’t here. One arrow wasn’t the same as a dozen.

Her hands were up, and she gave the man a terrified look as he grinned into the carriage. Everyone froze, even the old man, hand shaking on a belt-knife.

“No trouble from you lot. Or you’ll be dead, got it? You—get out here.”

“No, please! We gave you what you wanted. Don’t—”

The [Guide] shrieked as he tore the door open and yanked her outside. At this, the old man shouted.

“Knaves! Don’t touch—”

An arrow aimed straight through the window, and he froze.

“Shut up or you’re next! Hey, someone help me with this one!”

The [Bandits] were laughing as the [Guide] screamed, and Cara felt fear run through the carriage. She…tensed, and her heart sank.

Oh no.

She listened to the screaming turn to sobbing, and she had a feeling what might be coming next. Cara’s eyes narrowed—then the door swung open.

“Hey! That’s not everything! [Find Loot]! You!”

The [Merchant]’s wife screamed as the [Bandit] stormed back. He shoved her aside and yanked the cushion up.

“There! You were trying to hide this?”

One of his buddies aimed a bow at the woman, a female [Bandit] snarling behind a mask.

“N-no, please! It was a wedding gift! Please—”

The terrified wife raised her hands, and the [Guide] threw herself between the arrow and the woman.

“Leave her alone! Please! You found it, so—so don’t touch her!”

To everyone’s relief, the [Bandit] hesitated, then knocked the bow down.

“You stay right there. Let’s just see if anyone’s hiding anything else. Hey! Help me get the body! And the horses!”

“Thank you. Oh, thank you, Miss.”

The [Guide] was pale, but she offered the [Merchant]’s wife a smile as she pulled herself upright.

“I’m just doing my job—no one else is hurt?”

“Did they touch you, Miss?”

The old man leaned over, and the [Guide] raised her hands. She had a bruise and her clothing was torn, but she offered him a brave smile.

“Just roughed me up. Let’s try not to lie to them. They might want to ransom us next. Or worse…are any of you related to someone important? They might spare us the blade if we’re worth something!”

“I—I’m the wife of Merchant Rochen. He’s not that rich. I was to meet with him in Baron Digneral’s lands. Oh, dead gods, dead gods! Wh-what do we do?”

“Maybe they won’t notice. Miss. Sir?”

The old man had to be prompted several times, and he answered with a blank voice.

“My boy and I were going to visit Ailendamus for a week. He’s…he’s there. I’m just a [Cooper]. I raised chickens. We don’t have anything.”

The [Guide] went around the carriage, and when she got to Cara, the [Singer] gave her a smile.

“Miss? I thought you were a [Singer]? From the Synphasia?”

A sharp look of inquiry. The [Herbalist] and [Merchant] were both the only two people with anything much. Maybe one of the [Merchant]’s friends who had thought she could be worth a small ransom—Cara shook her head.

“Me? No, you got that wrong. I’m one of the Synphasia’s lesser performers. I’m meeting a [Singer] in Ailendamus. To recruit them. I don’t even have any gold; I’m just headhunting.”

“Oh.”

The [Guide] blinked, then looked disappointed for a second, and Cara’s eyes narrowed.

That’s right, you bitch. Fooled you.

She was almost 100% certain she was right, and the moment the [Bandits] came back and hauled the [Guide] out to her shrieks, Cara was certain.

The [Guide] was working with the bandits. It wasn’t even the most subtle operation; she asked leading questions, and they had excused knowing where the ring was with a Skill. It was clever in its way, and it relied on the shock and genuine terror of the highway robbery to work.

But Cara had kept a cooler head than the others, and she could tell that the [Guide] wasn’t as afraid as she should be. Also, and this was horrible—Cara doubted [Bandits] would be that kind with a real innocent victim.

She had a terrible feeling she knew what would come next and whispered urgently to the people in the carriage.

“Listen, everyone. When I go out there, put your hands over your ears. Don’t take them off for anything, got it?”

“What? Don’t be crazy, Miss. Listen to what they’re doing to that poor woman!”

The old man looked alarmed and seized her arm. The [Guide] was shrieking in a very fake way that had everyone flinching, but Cara just gave him a grim look.

“They’re not raping her. What are they doing? Beating her? Interrogating her? She’s just screaming at random. And I only saw one ‘bruise’ on her cheeks and some ripped clothing. I think they’re about to tell us they want to ransom two or three of us. And if that’s the case—what happens to the rest of us? The best case is, we’re all let go. Or maybe they don’t want loose ends. And I don’t want to be a survivor either.”

His mouth opened, and he began to catch on as his face went white. The [Herbalist] looked up in alarm—she was twisting something on her finger again and again.

A ring? She hadn’t tossed it into the bag, and neither had she said it was valuable. It didn’t seem magical, but she met Cara’s eyes a second.

“Don’t do anything insane, Miss. Help could be coming.”

Before Cara could ask—the doors swung open, and the [Bandit] and teary-eyed [Guide] were back.

“Plan’s changed. You’re not all worth the time to shoot you, so we’re letting you go. But I think we’ll take this one—”

He grabbed the [Guide] by the hair—

“And a few others. You, you, and you.”

He pointed at the [Herbalist], the [Merchant]’s wife, and her friend who might be worth a ransom. This time, he seemed vaguely surprised that they didn’t react with objections, but a moment of silent horror.

“Well? Get out or we’ll pincushion the lot of you!”

He roared, and the [Merchant]’s wife hesitated. She looked at Cara—and it was the [Singer] who rose, hands up.

“Wait! Don’t shoot! I’ll go in their place. I’m—a performer at the Synphasia. My manager will ransom me, but don’t do this to them. Rolairenes the Violinist is my friend!”

She saw the [Guide]’s eyes snap up, and the [Bandit] hesitated. This wasn’t part of the script. How would he react? He glanced at the [Guide], remembered he wasn’t supposed to know her, and snarled.

“You think this is a game? Get out! You and the others.”

“Wait—just let me—”

Cara got out of the carriage, and the others stared at her. When I get out of—the [Bandit] was eying her.

“So you know that famous half-Elf? Good. Don’t put up a fuss and we’ll return you. Mostly in one piece.”

He grinned, and the [Guide] pretended to tremble. Cara’s blood ran cold, but as she looked around, she saw the [Bandits] were about three dozen in number.

Way too many to fight. And one of them was idly checking an arrow. An arrow…that was glowing, and the tip was burning like a match.

They were going to light the carriage on fire! She saw no good outcome here that didn’t involve resisting. If she went with them—everyone not ransomed would be dead.

So. Plan A it was. Cara closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. The chatty [Bandit] was snarling into the carriage. They wouldn’t fire until they had what they wanted.

“I said, out! You, the [Herbalist], and you, and—what are you putting your hands over your ears for? Don’t make me come in there! You think you can ignore me? I said—”

“[Dangersense]! Watch out! My [Dangersense] just went off!”

A [Bandit] watching the carriage whirled around, shouting wildly. Another took up the call. The [Bandit] next to Cara jerked—then stared at her. He turned, bow aiming, but too late.

[Wailer Frog Scream]!

Cara shrieked. The sound that came out of her throat was not a single high-pitched scream, nor a burst of sound, as she had expected. Instead, she began at a volume that would have deafened anyone without their hands over their ears.

Then she got louder. And louder—until the howl of sound shook the very air. It lasted six seconds, and it was so deafening and painful the [Bandits]’ horses reared and ran in the opposite direction.

The effect on the Humans was just as pronounced. They dropped their weapons, clapped their hands to their ears—the fake [Guide] fell over, shrieking herself.

Cara saw it all as she gulped down air. The scream hadn’t affected her, but everyone else was stunned. Even the ones surrounding the carriage were shaking their heads, those that hadn’t fallen from packing horses.

“We’re going! Close the doors and get down!”

No one heard her, likely, but she leapt into the driver’s seat. The poor man was lying on the ground, pockets turned out, but the horses didn’t need encouragement to run. They were already trying to stampede away from her, and they rampaged forwards down the road. She had to pull to get them back on it and then—

Well, then it was a chase. The [Bandits] were confused for almost a minute before they realized their quarry was escaping. Then all the ones still on a horse were after her, screaming and shooting arrows.

In the driver’s seat, Cara crouched down as arrows went wide or struck the carriage. She was fairly well protected—there were screens set up to protect the driver from just this sort of thing, and the carriage blocked the [Bandits] so long as they were behind her.

But they had Skills, and they were a lot faster than a carriage like this. She heard a shout.

“[Homing Arrow]! Get that one!”

She ducked—heard a scream as an arrow punched into the wagon close to her face, and then another arrow exploded across the wagon’s top, leaving a trail of flames.

“Don’t kill them! They’re worth hundreds of gold in ransom! The [Herbalist] and the [Singer]!”

That was the damn [Guide]. Cara swore, then began trying to sing a counterattack. She didn’t bother with the horses; they were running full-tilt, and she doubted she could do anything with them.

“Hellfire—you fecking bastards, eat this—”

She nearly lost the song before a bloom of flames appeared in front of a [Bandit] racing at them with a sword. The flames spooked him, and he emerged, swearing and trying to put them out.

Got him! But the song-flames were weak, and the [Bandits] were armed. Cara was a [Singer], not a fighter! She wished she’d kept the crossbow. Wished she’d gone with Itreimedes or Rolare. Wished—

They shot the horse dead with an arrow that passed through Cara and the coach like a shadow before it hit its target. She screamed, and the horse screamed as it fell. The wagon jolted, and the other horse pulled the dead weight—then tore free from the harness and went tearing off. Then, Cara heard the [Bandits] regrouping and knew they had her.

Maybe she’d survive this. She wished she were close to Noelictus. If they went there, maybe she could pull an undead out of the ground. Or use her [Wailer Frog Scream] again when it recharged.

She didn’t think they’d give her a shot. They were advancing on the carriage, screaming at her that they’d shoot if she opened her mouth. Cara stared ahead, arms raised, thinking of something she could do.

Act? No. Signal Aaron for help? If only she’d written in the [Message] scroll, but what could Wistram do from so far away? Find her, maybe. But a day, an hour, ten minutes could be too long.

I’d rather scream again and try to run. She spotted a copse of trees in the distance, the beginning of a huge forest. Ailendamus looked so bright…

Not this. She stared the [Bandit] in the eyes as the one who’d threatened them all trotted over. He looked at her, ears bleeding, and spat.

“Get me a gag! This one’s going straight to Roshal! They’ll like her!”

The Slavers of Roshal. Cara inhaled and saw his fingers pull back an arrow as he noticed. He snarled at her, and she hesitated. That glinting arrow was so bright she could see her reflection in it. The forest behind her, the blue sky mirrored on the smooth steel, a smiling face…

A smiling face?

Cara froze mid-exhalation and wondered if she’d lost her mind. There was a smiling face in the reflection of the world behind her. But behind her was only the forest. For there to be a face besides anyone in the wagon, it would have to be…

Taller than the trees. The [Bandit]’s glare at her face had shifted, and his nocked arrow had turned up. His head tilted back, and she saw his eyes, his scarred face behind the mask, turn pale.

“What is—”

“Run. Run!”

The [Bandits] began panicking. The [Guide] screamed and pointed, and Cara felt something in her bones. It ran through the ground, like one of Yoitha’s drums.

Thump. Thump.

But it was no music. It was the shaking footfalls of…Cara turned and saw a face above the forest. A striding figure, armor breaking through the branches, a smile like sunlight and wrath, and heard a horn call in the distance from the other side. But all of Cara’s focus was drawn to the figure, nearly thirty feet tall, who pushed aside the trees and stood there, wearing a [Knight]’s armor, shield and sword in hand.

Fe, fi, fo, fum…Cara had never made this world like a fantasy, a fairytale from her world. Even Ser Dalius had been so real she hadn’t done more than joke about princesses in castles.

But this was in her blood, a moment of pure shock and awe. She heard a trembling voice from the [Guide].

“Half-Giant! It’s the [Knight] of Ailendamus! Run!”

Then the half-Giant, a woman with a head of curled, brown hair, so tall and vast she made the world seem unreal, opened her mouth and roared. Her helmet and armor were burnished steel with the mark of a Hydra on it, as well as a bow and arrows like lances. Her voice was cold fury, and her eyes focused on Cara once as she smiled—then on the [Bandits] with no mercy at all.

“I am Dame Merila of the Hills! Great Knight of Ailendamus! Surrender and face the justice of House Shoel or die, honorless rats!”

Then she charged towards the scattering [Bandits], each stride taking her a dozen feet, so fast that the horses looked slow as she brought the sword down and speared the first [Bandit] straight off his mount. She tilted her head, and an arrow glanced off her helmet, which covered most of her face, as she pulled her shield-hand up.

“Whoops. Visor.”

She raised it, then calmly stepped to one side, swatted a burning arrow with her shield, and spoke.

“[Reflect Arrow].”

The arrow bounced back at the [Bandit] who’d shot it, and once again, Merila carefully stabbed with her sword. Trying to avoid the horse. She swept the blade at waist height and took three [Bandits] off their horses. They fell, bludgeoned rather than cut by the impact, and looked up.

“Hel—”

The [Bandits] had been scattering, thinking to aim and shoot the half-Giant, but at what? She was covered in plate armor, so much metal that Cara guessed you could have coated the entire carriage with it twice and had metal left over. There was no fighting that. Perhaps you could climb her and stab a blade in the chinks in her armor, take out an eye like some Greek hero.

If she was clumsy as a Cyclops. If she was a fool. The [Bandits] she’d unhorsed had one second to scream before Dame Merila kicked the first.

A ragdoll bounced across the ground and lay in the wrong shape. The second drew her sword, like a doll facing a real person, and a shield pounded the earth. The last raised their hands, and the sword swept down.

“No mercy where none was offered. Surrender or die. Now.”

The Great Knight of Ailendamus was burning with a fury that was buried just under that smile as she turned to the [Bandits]. Two dropped to their knees, screaming and weeping. The rest decided to run.

——

Nearly forty bandits had attacked Cara’s carriage, an organized group that had infiltrated their marks ahead of time so they could strike and get away.

It had held them in good stead as they roamed highways—until now. They still might have escaped, a handful of them, from the Dame of the Hills. She could outrun a horse, but they could scatter like rats.

However, Dame Merila was not alone. A figure came riding out of the trees behind her, a man in armor, a [Squire] who tossed her a gigantic javelin, making it appear out of nowhere as Merila threw it at one of the fleeing [Bandits]. He unhorsed one [Bandit] with a lance and shot a crossbow into another’s back, killing the second.

Still, the rest might have gotten away as Merila killed them one by one but for the second [Knight].

He came from behind Cara, who was standing on the ground and watching the fighting with open-mouthed incredulity. A single [Knight] in battered, orange-and-red armor, looking like a sunburst, if a faded one.

His visor was lowered, and he came at a charge towards the [Bandits] fleeing his way. They made to break around him; one shot an arrow at him at point-blank range, and he parried it.

He had a greatsword in hand and blocked the shot, and the [Bandits] were not about to fight a second [Knight]. They tried to break around him, but he whirled his sword overhead and shouted.

“By the Order of Seasons, you will not escape! [Line of Flames]!”

He drew his sword across the ground—and a wall of flames thirty feet long burst upwards. The [Bandits] shrieked—one tried to run into the flames and was engulfed.

Fire! Cara spun and saw the [Knight] taking on the [Bandits] as the Dame of the Hills whirled.

“Ah, a fellow [Knight]!”

She saluted him, and the two boxed in the [Bandits]. Merila on one side killed each fleeing figure she met with a single blow, cleaving a tree down and cursing as she dulled her sword on it. The other [Knight], far smaller, fought like an inferno.

He pointed a finger, and one of the [Bandits] burst into flame. Another tried to escape, and he spoke.

“[Flaming Arrows].”

He snapped his fingers, pointed, and eight appeared out of the air and chased the [Bandit] down. Cara was just as stunned by him.

Was he a spellcaster? No—he seemed like a warrior as he calmly severed an arm and swung his greatsword. He fought like Dalius, actually, but that flame and heat…

He felt like a burning torch. A constant flame in the very air. He was, Cara realized, like Duchess Greina and even Queen Nicterise.

A user of auras, someone whose very presence embodied an idea. In his case, he was flame, heat, a warrior of fire. But he seemed weary, and as he stopped after the last [Bandit] had fallen, he slumped his shoulders, and Cara felt the blazing heat of his wrath go out.

Like a spent ember. He still moved quickly enough, but he seemed tired, lost, compared to the beaming half-Giantess who strode over to him, shouting praises.

“Fairly met, Ser Knight! I thought they’d get away from me and I’d spend the next day hunting them to ground! Such is my charge, and I am Dame Merila, Great Knight of Ailendamus, but I salute my brethren from the Order of Seasons. How are you called, Summer Knight?”

Summer Knight. He had a crest on his own armor, that of a circle divided into four quadrants, but his shield had a single blazing sun on it.

Summer. The man removed his helmet, revealing graying hair, tired eyes, almost like Haeight’s, and called up wearily and warily to her.

“Greetings, Dame of the Hills. I am humbly Ser Raim of the Order of Seasons, a travelling [Knight] on a quest. I heard the sounds of battle and came to render aid. It seems I was unneeded. Ailendamus is well protected indeed.”

“Ah, Ser Raim, you flatter me. Here I feared I was too late when I received the signal. This group of honorless bastards has left dozens of dead in their wake, and it was chance I came to find them. Luck that some of Ailendamus’ folk are gifted with a way to call for help. But please, honor me with more than a name. I am a young [Knight], and you…your Order and rank surely outshine mine.”

She took a knee in the dirt, and the other man, Ser Raim, stared up at her and at the man who came to dismount and bow to him.

“You are Ailendamus’ famous Great Knight. The only half-Giant serving in our class. Do not kneel to me, Dame of the Hills. I am Ser Raim Caorein, formerly a Knight-Captain of the Season of Summer, Sunset’s Vanguard. I have had the honor of riding with the Summer’s Champion and Grandmaster into battle—but forgive me, who is your companion? Another [Knight]?”

Merila laughed. Her voice was so huge it was hard to not hear her.

“This is my [Squire]! Gastenorne, also of the Order of Hydra, whom I serve as its Champion. He could be a [Knight], but he has chosen to follow me and provide arms and the all the tasks I am so poor at with my size.”

“An honor, Ser Knight.”

The [Squire] bowed, and he had to be nineteen years old—but he was nearly seven feet tall. Cara realized he was his own giant, but he looked like a shrimp compared to Merila.

What muscles! No wonder he could toss her weapons to her. He looked ludicrously fit, like a bodybuilder, and so did Merila. They were the embodiments of martial prowess…Ser Raim looked fit himself, but the older [Knight] leaned on the pommel of his horse’s saddle, frankly impressed.

“The honor is mine, again. They were not worthy foes, but you slew them even without harming their steeds. I cannot imagine many survive a tourney with you around, Dame of the Hills.”

“It would not be sporting! In truth, I’m the least of the Great Knights of Ailendamus, or so I feel. The other ones are fierce as can be—mine is purely due to size!”

The half-Giantess laughed, demurring, and at this point, Raim coughed and looked around.

“I should like to speak more, but perhaps we should make sure there are no more nemeses and check on the carriage, Dame Merila!”

“Ack!”

She looked stricken and whirled to the carriage and saw Cara. Merila dashed over, shamefaced, as her [Squire] called out.

“I marked no more enemies, mistress!”

“The folk inside could be hurt! Shame on me! Miss, are you wounded? Are there any in need? Come out, I swear on my honor you are all safe now!”

The people inside the carriage looked terrified of her as the [Knight] knelt over them. She cast a shadow over the carriage! She could have picked it up and maybe not swallowed it whole, but Cara felt her knees shaking in Merila’s presence.

The only person who moved was, in fact, the [Herbalist]. She came scrambling out.

“Dame Knight! Dame Knight! You came! I was so terrified, but I twisted the ring as Lord Uziel once told me, and I’ve been saved! Praise be to the Kingdom of Glass and Glory!”

“Praise be to your courage. Who are you—and who is this brave woman I saw trying to escape the [Bandits]?”

Then Merila focused on Cara, and the [Singer] saw her eyes light up with approval. Raim had trotted over and dismounted as well.

“Yes. I sensed an odd flame made of song. And I heard a scream that drove me here. I found two bodies.”

“My son. My son and the [Driver]. That [Guide] was working with them, but this woman helped save us.”

The old man had emerged, and Ser Raim knelt at once. His head lowered, and he took off his helm fully. He touched his forehead to the dirt.

“Sir. I was too late to save your son. I beg your forgiveness.”

“No—”

The old man didn’t mean it. Or if he felt anything at all—he was in shock. Yet Ser Raim was kneeling, so completely ashamed that it took Merila and the others off-guard. She stared at him, then got to her knees and bowed low.

“We were both too late. This is Ailendamus’ land, and you are far from home. Raise your head, Ser Raim. I take full responsibility for the dead. There will be recompense. Ailendamus’ roads must be safe. Please, let me escort all of you to the city. Raise your head, Ser Raim.”

He kept it on the ground. Cara stared at the [Knight] apologizing to the old man who urged him to rise, and Raim’s face was bleak as it rose. Bleak, guilty—and Dame Merila was proud and otherworldly.

So this was how she knew the Kingdom of Glass and Glory and Ser Raim of the Order of Seasons. Two [Knights], both of a very different kind and both carrying far different legacies. And destinies.

——

She had a strange power, that one.

The Great Knight Merila, who many knew as the ‘Dame of the Hills’, the only half-Giant to be given the chance to serve honorably as a [Knight], noticed more than she let on.

Most, even the folk of Ailendamus, were polite to her, but worried she couldn’t even watch where she stepped. Which was fair.

Others considered her a barbarian with the strength to fight for the Kingdom of Glass and Glory, well used, but objected to giving her a semi-noble class and eligibility for peerage as a [Knight].

Less fair. Just because they were small, it didn’t mean she couldn’t see them hiding their expressions. She could watch a person fidget and notice them draw back. So she noticed those who did not.

Cara had a strange power. Not the ability to sing. Nor even the power to be personable and walk right up to someone, see past someone’s face, and find a person inside a monster. She was too suspicious for that.

She stood, changing postures, eyes picking up the crest of the Order of Hydra, observing Ser Raim, and she had figured out the [Bandits]’ trick. Even, Merila noted, picked up on the emergency-ring that had been issued to House Shoel’s servants.

It was so well-enchanted a [Detect Magic] spell wouldn’t pick it up, but Cara had found it with simple perception. She could be charming, as when she served Merila a huge, theatrical bow and shook Raim’s and Squire Gastenorne’s hands. Cara still seemed shaken, though.

So she was not one of Merila’s kind, someone who could run a hundred miles barefoot, or face down great foes and supplicate great beings for aid or stand against them, kneel before [Kings] and swear to complete a quest against all odds.

Rather, Merila realized as she escorted the shaken survivors to the nearest city under the aegis of House Ecte, who controlled the western border, Cara’s greatest ability was her power to fit in.

And that came part and parcel with an ability to read people. She looked up as Merila towed the carriage with a rope.

“Dame Knight, this is a task befitting horses. Let us gather some, that you need not exert yourself.”

Ser Raim was accompanying them to ensure the passengers’ safety. The older [Knight] was a mystery to Merila. He was clearly a Knight Errant on a great task, but he had no support, no train of followers. She was a roaming [Knight], but within her kingdom’s borders, able to call upon the vast resources of Ailendamus at will. For a man of his station, she would have guessed several [Knights] as backup and at least a single [Squire] would be warranted.

He looked run-down. Tired, and his spirit was pained, as the guilt on him surely showed. Cara heard Merila laugh.

“‘Tis no shame! And the Order of Hydra works out our bodies. You’ve heard of our Order?”

“Who can not? The largest Knight-Order in all of Terandria. You draw from common folk and eschew mounts. You fight in legions, though I’ve never had the pleasure of seeing the Order of Hydra take to the field.”

His tone was cautious. Many disliked the idea of common folk being [Knights] more than Merila. And the lack of horses had made many compare the Order of Hydra to a swarm of armored rats rather than distinguished [Knights] charging with lances lowered.

The Order of Hydra cared naught, for they’d won entire wars on the strength of their numbers and prowess in battle. Merila called down to Raim.

“Just so! Haven’t you heard our saying? The Order of Hydra dies on its feet. We are not our more refined brethren, the Order of the Thirsting Veil or Order of Drell. Call it penance for my laggard pace, if you wish. But it does not bother my dignity nor honor, Ser Raim.”

That puzzled him, and he made to argue, but the young woman sitting on the roof of the carriage now spoke up.

“It sounds like the Kingdom of Glass and Glory values efficiency over dignity. I heard the [Baron] I was coming to meet was progressive. Is he like that?”

She spoke to two [Knights] without pausing on their titles, but neither seemed to care. Merila grinned. She had a missing tooth from one of her fights, but the rest of her teeth were in excellent condition. Ailendamus paid for enough [Alchemists] to mix up toothpaste for her teeth, let alone armor and the rest.

“Oh, not all are so inclined, but it is the spirit of the nation, Singer Cara! At least, I like to think so. And none marches more progressive…ly…than Baron Digneral himself. I hope you’ll like him. Did I hear you were a [Singer]?”

“From the Synphasia. If you’ll stay awhile, I’d love to sing for you, Dame Merila. It’s the least I can do. And you, Ser Raim.”

“I fear I may be less welcome, and I have a task about Ovela. It was sheer chance I crossed the border when I did.”

Ah. That might be a problem. Ovela was Noelictus, and Digneral was at war with the Twins. The [Knight]’s caution made it abundantly clear he knew local politics. He bowed stiffly to Cara, and once more, the [Singer] switched.

Merila noticed it. Her casual tone, which felt soothing, even good to the Dame of the Hills, became slightly lilted language, and she bowed a bit to him. Why, she even took on an accent more befitting the south! A bit more of crispness to her tone as opposed to the drawl which sometimes fit in a northerner’s tones.

“Ser Raim, I too hail from Noelictus. I am sure they appreciate how you saw to the dead and ensured they were properly buried. Are we keeping you from your task? Then again, I’m sure this matters more.”

Ah, she’d figured him out faster than Merila. The [Knight] gave Cara a surprised look, as if he’d expected to have to demure. He adjusted his helm tiredly.

“Well said, Lady Singer. I would not have it upon my conscience if you or any other were further hurt. Not that I impugn the abilities of a Great Knight of Ailendamus! But I have failed enough. My task will wait. My quarry has been decades sought. It will hide a moment longer. I have already notified my comrades I will be delayed a day or two.”

What kind of quarry was this? Merila’s ears perked up.

“It is some great beast? Do you journey with other [Knights], Ser Raim? I shall prevail on Baron Digneral to send you with a pack of provisions. He is a man of honor and would not quibble upon aiding a [Knight], wherever he comes from.”

Unlike Cara, she failed to get the same talkativeness out of Ser Raim. He inclined his head to her.

“They are…not [Knights] but experts in their own way, Dame Merila. I have sworn not to tell much of it, for fear we alarm our foe. We hunt a beast with clothes who pretends to humanity…not something with visible fangs or fur.”

Ah. That said something, but Merila was tilting her head left and right when Cara spoke up.

“I was a Convict Hunter not two weeks ago. The Hunters of Noelictus are no slouches. The real ones, at any rate. I had no idea they left their kingdom. It must be some beast, then.”

Ser Raim’s head snapped up, and he blinked at her. Merila’s eyes widened a fraction, then she pretended not to have noticed. She strode along as he lowered his voice.

“Well…observed, Singer Cara. They are rarer, but Demon Hunters go to Rhir, and there are other varieties. Indeed, my companions are the finest of the Hunter’s Guild. They are tireless, unlike I.”

“As opposed to the rest of the Veteran Hunters?”

“…I would not know anything about the Hunter’s Guild politics. I am a mere [Knight] working in cooperation with other nations. Not just Noelictus. There are fighters sworn to the cause from Desonis, a Marsh Knight, and we have even ridden in the company of one of the Thousand Lances—as well as an [Elfblade Swordsman] from Erribathe. The oldest and most revered of their warriors.”

He had gone with legends! Merila shot her [Squire] a glance, and Cara smiled down at the [Knight], refusing to be led astray.

“But the [Hunters] kept going when the others stopped. Real ones.”

Ser Raim’s face twisted a second, trying to keep back his…disdain? Merila was fascinated and peeked at Cara, and that was when she saw the [Singer]’s talent on display. Because she’d swung two beautiful cuts and gotten under Raim’s guard, which Merila felt sure was a rare feat for anyone. His reply was unguarded a second.

“Yes. But they are all real, in the Hunter’s Guild. I have scarce met a coward or—”

He hesitated, saw Cara’s eyes brighten, and gave her a rueful bow.

“—I cannot gainsay the others for tiring. They have missions, vows, duties to uphold, and it has been a long…long and fruitless hunt. Who could keep going unless you had the will of my companions?”

“A man with nothing left to lose.”

Cara didn’t say that last part. Rather, she smiled and started telling him of new attractions in Noelictus. Only when Ser Raim had ridden ahead, blinking at some new signposts and a magical carriage, and Squire Gastenorne had begun telling him about Ailendamus’ latest technologies and improvements from other kingdoms did Cara murmur that.

She thought her voice was low and no one in the carriage, and especially not Dame Merila, could hear her. But the [Knight] just fiddled with her helmet, and the words came to her.

Even Ailendamus couldn’t afford the magic to enchant all of her armor or blades, so she bent and broke a fortune in metal, much to her embarrassment. But they had managed to give her a magic helmet. A [Knight] of the modern age had to be a bit cunning, and Dame Merila grinned down at Cara.

What a strange young woman with an interesting power. No wonder Digneral wanted to meet her. It was worth the long march to the western border. Merila had no real appetite for war, and the new prospective to the Great Knights seemed underwatered as of yet to her. But this was a fine meeting.

——

Much to Cara’s surprise, the half-Giantess, Merila, took a huge liking to her, and so did Baron Digneral the instant she arrived in Ailendamus proper.

It was rather dismaying, actually. Here she was trying to keep a low-ish profile, but after Merila had delivered them to safety and delivered a report—and an entire squad of [Soldiers] had ridden out to make sure there were no more [Bandits] and to clean up the road—she found a man in a rather military frock coat, and the most impressively sharp nose she’d ever seen, seeing to the old man who’d lost his son.

“Sir, I cannot express my dismay enough. Bandits on the roads are unacceptable, and the cost to your son…I apologize in Ailendamus’ name. We cannot make this right, but allow me to offer you the full hospitality of House Ecte. If any arrangements need be made for your son’s funeral—did he have a significant other? A family?”

“He’s still out there.”

“Then he shall be brought back within the hour. Sit. Someone find this man a chair and a tonic. Dame of the Hills, were all the [Bandits] put to trial? I should like to see any survivors be given a fair trial and justice served immediately.”

Dame Merila bowed to the man, and Cara knew at once he had to be Baron Digneral, though he wasn’t standing on titles.

“Baron, we have two. If they had a camp, they refused to say, and I leave it to others to track them down, though I will march on any that remain.”

“Good. A judge of House Shoel should be in the area. They do not host public executions, sadly, but a trial may serve closure. I have no doubt a death sentence will be passed down, though of course, House Shoel’s own would tell me I am being presumptuous.”

Judge? Trial? Cara had never heard of anything like this in Noelictus. This almost sounded…modern. Noelictus had literally had a [Queen] sentencing people on the spot, and the Watch had never seemed to have any due process.

But that, she found, was very much Ailendamus, and the one thing you could say of Digneral was that he was a modern-facing man.

He did notice the swaying older man and bowed stiffly.

“I apologize, sir. This is little comfort, but again—”

Cara doubted the father even heard him. So she strode forwards and added her voice into the conversation while wondering if he’d get mad.

“Why don’t you, Baron Digneral, let him ride out and bury his son? He may need to remove the head. It’s better than sitting here.”

“Remove the—who are you? What a ghastly thing t—I’m sure this man needs rest. Er—Miss? Another survivor?”

Digneral turned to Merila, and she nodded.

“This is Singer Cara. From the Synphasia of Menorome.”

“Singer! You’re the woman I expected. Another embarrassing sight. But you, sir?”

The older man’s name was Letichen, and he gave Cara a quick look as his head came up.

“I would like to ride out, if anyone has a horse. Someone should do what’s proper. He is a boy of Noelictus, and he would not want to have to rise again. Let him rest.”

Let him rest. Baron Digneral was clearly totally off-kilter.

“Er—yes. If that is acceptable, then—five [Soldiers] on escort, now. A fast horse. And an axe?”

He shuddered, but then watched Cara almost as intently as the Dame of the Hills. Letichen had no will to explain, but Cara did.

“The dead in Noelictus rise moments after they die. It’s a tradition. He’ll be returned to Ovela and buried there. Or the crypt?”

“It’s been long sealed. Yes. Thank you, Miss. I can at least let him rest—”

He still wasn’t there. But Letichen was focusing. He had a task and only stopped once to look at Cara.

“I’m sorry.”

“The [Bandits] lie dead. You saved the rest of us. The rest is this war and their choices. I thought my dark days were ended once I left Noelictus. This kingdom has been worse, yet, then all my days of home.”

He left like that, and a silence followed Letichen and settled heavy on Ser Raim’s lowered head, Merila’s face, and Baron Digneral, who stood looking after the man riding back. Everyone else was in far better spirits, if gravely shaken.

In fact, the [Merchant]’s wife, Seria, went running to him, and the other survivors were eating and drinking with a will, wrapped in blankets. Snow was coming down; Cara saw a light sprinkling and realized she too was shivering. Was it already turning to winter?

“[Dome of Warmth]. It’s too cold in these streets. Dame Merila, Ser Knight, Singer Cara O’Sullivan, you are all guests of House Ecte. Allow me to offer you hospitality for your services. This is an ill meeting to start your visits to Ailendamus. In an ideal world, such men and women that prey on others would not exist.”

Baron Digneral bowed, extending a gloved hand to Raim, then Cara, and gesturing towards a rather military-style keep hanging over the town. Cara hesitated, but she had come here to entertain and see what Ailendamus was like.

Time to see what kind of a man made war with Noelictus. What kind of rat bastard might have hired the [Necromancer].

She wished she did not like him so. Especially when Digneral paused and added in a mutter.

“In an ideal world, [Bandits] would not need to steal to eat and live. They are a symptom of poverty, inequity, and failure of good governance. Noelictan would be my guess. If not, I would like to know why.”

Ah. Cara stared at Digneral as Raim turned his head, curious, and as Merila had noted, she captured an image of Digneral. He said this, as if unaware, or perhaps, aware but resigned to the fact that he was the reason there was conflict here at all.

Digneral. Straight-backed, walking as if a steel rod were propelling him forwards, impatiently polite. Eyes focused, then staring over your shoulder as if trying to see the future. A chip on his shoulder the size of a kingdom.

——

Baron Digneral had not expected to like Singer Cara.

She had been on the docket as someone to meet. Someone with new songs that had apparently taken Menorome by storm, so he’d done what any reasonable man would do and reached out to see if she was willing to entertain House Ecte’s folk.

He had reasoned the spread of music and the chance to get ahold of one of those new ‘recording crystals’ would both benefit Ailendamus. Music was such a powerful thing that could spread and benefit people in wonderfully unquantifiable ways.

In truth, he didn’t even like music that much. He wasn’t one to hang out and listen to one of the [Bards] or players come to the capital and perform. Digneral liked the idea of music being one of the things he could add to a city to make people’s lives better.

And he hadn’t even appreciated the power of it until his younger brother, Regalius, had sat him down and explained how someone working a job in a field might appreciate a cool drink and music even more than an enchanted hoe.

Riding over and hearing a man out for fifteen minutes was worth more, somehow, than a year without [Bandits], a [Druid]-approved pesticide, and new farmhands fresh and able to help. Well, all those other things were necessary, but you didn’t notice them in the same way.

Once I have Ovela, maybe Regalius should take over the management of the lands. Then again, he’s always wanted in the capital, but he knows how to charm people. His cats are allegedly delightful to everyone who meets them except me.

Being less-than-personable and having blind spots in his management of House Ecte were sore points for Digneral, and he resolved to do better. Hence, hiring Singer Cara.

But he expected some gloomy Noelictan or a foreigner out to make gold in the City of Repose, someone who would be vaguely interesting, artistic, or downright hostile to him as the ‘enemy’.

And she was all three. She certainly focused like a [Light] spell on the paintings of House Ecte’s keep, which showcased major triumphs of Ailendamus, new buildings or ideas he found interesting…

“Is that an aqueduct, Baron Digneral?”

She’d found he didn’t stand too much on titles, and she was frank, which pleased him. He waved at a wooden one, propped up on stilts no less to let water flow downhill.

“Yes, this is a trial aqueduct I had built to model the concept. So you know of them? It’s not new, you understand. In fact, the idea is so old you can find them in the Walled Cities—Drake design—or in Chandrar. They have some incredible underground ones that allow water to flow between these buried wells in the Great Desert. Modern farming doesn’t use much of it. But if one can freely irrigate a field without the need to water…”

It didn’t work that easy in practice, of course. Diverting that much water reduced the flow, led to pests and other critters entering the fields, and you could oversaturate soil. But then it just became a game of managing a balance.

“You’re a fan of innovation, then.”

She was standing in his hallways, admiring the paintings as nearly a hundred guests, including the survivors of the carriage attack, circulated and talked. Digneral had thrown a small soirée, but he had to admit, it wasn’t as intimate as Regalius had it. He provided food, drinks, and Cara was going to show the local notables and himself some songs in a bit. He usually discussed business, which Regalius scolded him for, but he’d found her admiring the paintings.

Once again, he hadn’t expected anything more than polite nothings, but Regalius nodded.

“Yes. A lovely word. Ailendamus is the most modernized nation in Terandria. The days of needing [Serfs] or [Peasants] in the fields are over. They can be offered a diversity of professions while a vanishingly small handful of workers are needed for the fields. That gives rise to art, industry, specialization—”

He was about to go off on why this made backward nations like Calanfer or even Noelictus so unable to host larger armies or settle their internal issues when Cara interrupted him.

“You realize that making less people work on a farm because you have heavy industry—doesn’t make things less hard on them, right? It just means less people have to bear that burden. If you, say, make it so that a few [Farmers] can produce enough food for most of a nation, the smaller farmers get squeezed. And if prices are low, they’re suddenly beholden to the manufacturers or constantly fighting debt and being underappreciated despite feeding everyone.”

Digneral stopped, mouth open a bit, and hesitated.

“—That’s not the case at all in Ailendamus.”

She gave him a frown, then a sweet smile.

“Not yet. If you’re at that stage, I imagine as a nation you’re quite happy. But it’s a mistake to assume that’s a success if you cared about the people. You’re forwards-thinking, [Baron], but you’ll run into more problems if you don’t prepare for them in advance.”

“Like frogs in the cornfields.”

“Huh?”

Digneral didn’t qualify the statement. Instead, he snapped his fingers.

“[Summon Possession]. Notepad.”

One popped out of his bag of holding, and he produced one of the magical, inkless quills he kept asking for more of.

“Let me note this down. I am not ignorant to the happiness of working people. In fact, mitigating their stresses is one of my top priorities.”

“For efficiency, or because you care?”

“…I don’t know them. But a happy populace is a better nation. That is the very theory that even the most ardent men like Duke Rhisveri put forward. Morality is tied to efficiency.”

“What a degenerate argument. Who said that?”

“His Majesty’s brother.”

The people around Cara fell silent, and Digneral paused, looking at the [Singer]. She halted a second, then sipped from her cup.

“Well, I’m sure in a modern society like Ailendamus, free speech is a valued right. Or else how can new ideas be propagated without fear of censure?”

She licked her lips and looked nervous then—and Digneral felt the most unexpected of emotions in his chest. To his great astonishment, he threw back his head and laughed.

What a delight! Never had he ever wanted more to see someone appear in the Court of Masks than this young woman. Then Digneral frowned.

“Duke Rhisveri might take offense, but I will hear you out. Can you elaborate on your points regarding the degeneracy of his argument? I should present his full opinion first. Then, please explain how you would address the needs of farmers in your hypothetical where their success devalues their product.”

“…Don’t let the market value their work? Pay them a fair rate?”

“Ah, but my peers in other nations would ask what ‘fair’ is. And they would point out that a low price of corn, for instance, benefits their economies and [Soldiers], reduces the cost of living for many—if they had any understanding of their economy at all. Whereas I would claim that if every person were to receive guaranteed income of a substantive value…”

“You’d be shot. I mean, stabbed in other countries. But go on, I like the idea. If you can do it, why not?”

Digneral was enjoying himself.

“Well, the argument is it’d create stagnation in a nation. A lack of jobs leads to laziness.”

“No. It just leads to different jobs. And that’s the task of government, not the people who starve because someone’s decided the ‘economy’ isn’t doing well. It’s called ‘minimum wage’, by the way.”

“What a silly name. Where do you come from, Miss Cara?”

She gave him a huge smile as, outside, Merila sat in the courtyard, chatting with people standing on the veranda.

“Oh, I’m a traveller. I heard Ailendamus was progressive. Is it like this in all parts of the Kingdom of Glass and Glory?”

Regalius checked a magical watch.

“Not all, but progress sweeps in stages, and the capital trials new ideas across the different regions. I, myself, advocate for many changes—I think I can arrange a tour. You’ve noticed, to begin with, we have magical streetlamps? Highly efficient. All the pumps in town are magical now—we pump water rather than haul it up in buckets.”

“Mhm. And you don’t have running water in each home? Do you have indoor plumbing?”

“…That would be extraordinarily difficult. Some cities have sewers, but not all do, and the cost—”

“Wouldn’t it make life easier?”

“But the cost—”

“Ah, so that’s where morality gives way to economy. Is that what this Duke was saying? Where does the morality argument end?”

She had him backed against a wall fast, and he was fascinated, wondering where she came from. Samal, perhaps. Few nations would produce someone of this quality. One of the Chandrarian kingdoms with a history of formal education? Baleros? One of the Great Companies?

He hadn’t investigated her background and now realized Cara’s singing was the least interesting thing about her. But he did laugh at her last comment because it came out with a flash of her eyes.

In that way, Digneral saw Cara’s character more quickly than even the [Knights]. Her outrage over the eventual hypocrisy of Ailendamus…he laughed again.

“To that question, Miss Cara, I have heard many say ‘never’. Lady Razia and House Shoel’s fairer kin, Magistrate Fithea, and many more go even further than our pragmatic Duke. Let me find an essay I believe Duke Rhisveri wrote in open forum to…”

He was so distracted he rather resented it when someone reminded him Cara had come to sing. He stood back, applauding as she took the stage. Dame Merila peered in through a window, and Cara snapped her fingers a few times, and a song began.

Rather than the slow, lilting harps or operatic singing voice he expected—he saw her twirl something up. A prop. An umbrella.

Baron Digneral could not know what an airplane sounded like. But he heard, in Cara’s song, something new. A different kind of music, but that wasn’t why his eyes followed Cara.

Whether the two of them knew it or not, there was something the [Baron of the Mirror Lands] saw that Cara was echoing. Whether she knew it consciously or not, she had looked straight at him and become the person he wanted to meet.

Just as she did. The singing [Hunter] that Haeight needed to keep going, the rising star of the Synphasia to bring the theatre to life, the down-to-earth friend for Seraphel—

And now, in Ailendamus, a traveller who had been to more nations than Digneral. Someone from a world where she could step onto a train or ferry and cross nations, fly through the air, and walk up to a free water fountain with piping.

It clung to her, almost like an aura of her own, or a scent. A modern world so far forwards that the man chasing progress saw it in the distance. A shining lighthouse to admire, plot a course by, then pass in his lifetime.

In that moment, Digneral decided he had to have her join Ailendamus. The Kingdom of Glass and Glory needed people like Cara. She was utterly wasted on Noelictus.

——

Baron Digneral was the oddest, most engaging monster that Cara had ever met. She was glad he liked her, but it made escaping from House Ecte hard.

He was receptive to any idea that helped the nation because he had the mentality of Ailendamus—which was that if people were happy, the kingdom would be better.

It was the most refreshing, optimistic, and good thought to have in leadership that Cara had ever seen in her life, and she suspected for the first three days that he was putting an act on. But when he started talking about an initiative to buy Sariant Lambs, the cute little pets, to make people’s lives better, she almost believed he was serious.

Ailendamus was like a shot in the arm and kick in the pants to see. Everything she objected to about Noelictus, especially how Afiele had been, was reversed in Ailendamus.

They had [Healers] who would treat you without asking for any money, crown-backed subsidies for heating runes in the cold—someone sold her one she could sew onto her clothing for four silver! It would cost four times that much for a lower-quality one in Menorome, a capital, and it heated her entire coat until she was so toasty she took the hood down!

Magic was far more advanced in Ailendamus, as was their metallurgy, so there was better equipment, even—as Digneral said—things like pumps and a sewer in a town. Ailendamus’ people didn’t seem as stressed, certainly not as gloomy as many Noelictans.

There was no other way to say it—Ailendamus looked better than Noelictus in almost every way. The only thing it lacked was the sheer impact of the burning candles in every color in Menorome’s night, the culture that had sprung from denying the dark. But this was a town that put the capital city to shame for welfare.

With all that said, Digneral unnerved Cara. He was a brisk, efficient man who was so taken with her he asked if she’d consider moving to Ailendamus.

“I could double your contract in the Synphasia. In fact, if your songs are well-received in the capital, I imagine Their Majesties might construct a theatre of their own. A bright mind can rise exceptionally far, exceptionally fast, Miss Cara.”

He wasn’t pulling that out his ass, either. He knew how much she made, and he was offering it to her as well as a kingdom without the fear of undead or all the other issues Cara had observed.

They had [Knights] like Dame Merila, who was also, inexplicably, taken with Cara. In fact, the Dame of the Hills even carried Cara on her shoulder to see one of Digneral’s farms, and she pointed out a distant forest that was apparently a natural preserve for half-Elves, a sea of trees that dwarfed even Merila.

“Our [Knights] might not have the Hunters’ stylish hats, but we are everywhere! [Bandits] of the like you saw really can only exist on the border. House Shoel eats them for breakfast, or so I’ve heard. They’d have not a chance further in the kingdom.”

Indeed, Cara even got to see a rather Noelictus-looking judge, faintly grey-skinned and grimly sinister, sitting and presiding over the two [Bandits]’ fates. He actually took mercy on one and sentenced them to labor; they were fifteen. The other was given the death penalty.

Nothing was perfect, but it looked damn good compared to her understanding of the feudal kingdoms with their landed nobility calling the shots and the knowledge that [Serf] was an actual class in other places.

Yet Cara never thought once of taking Digneral up on his offer. For a few reasons. One—she had the Synphasia, Seraphel, and Afiele she owed a huge debt to.

For another? He was a bit too forwards-thinking. She did not miss the fact that House Ecte, for all its improvements, was definitely a border town ready for war. There were hundreds of those Hydra Knights about, and his soldiers looked like they had just finished a battle.

She asked Dame Merila about it on the way back. The half-Giant paused and glanced at Digneral riding ahead.

“Baron Digneral’s war with Ovela? Ah, right, ‘conflict’. It’s not war proper. Neither kingdom wants that, I hope. You’d have to ask him why he makes war with the Twins, but he has never spoken fondly of Noelictus. I believe he’s rather appalled by seeing poor governance, and the Twins, to hear it said, are good at fighting and little else. Digneral would rather all towns look like his.”

Ah. Now that sounded familiar, too. Progress by conquest. Cara smiled faintly.

“And you, Dame Merila? Aren’t you a Great Knight? A warrior of the crown? Will he involve you in the fighting?”

The half-Giant boomed cheerfully.

“He had better not! I’m a large target. No, Digneral’s raising his own Great Knight. If he calls on me, it would be because it is war proper, or close enough. I like fighting evil as I see it. Fellow [Knights] make my arm feel leaden and heavy. But I will fight if called to war. What is my other choice? I love Ailendamus, and I would rather fight for it than lay down my sword. Who could trust me if I chose when to fight?”

Spoken like a good servant of a nation. But Cara saw Merila glance at her and lower her voice.

“There are few half-Giants in Terandria, but Ailendamus has more non-Human species than almost any other nation in the continent save maybe Erribathe or Gaiil-Drome, the kingdom of half-Elves. I am the first of my kind. Lance-Arrows willing, not the last.”

“You shouldn’t have to fight to be respected. I mean, serve to gain respect and rights.”

Cara cautioned Merila and got a huge smile.

“I didn’t! But Ailendamus won my loyalty when no one else would offer me a hand. Not everything is give or take, Singer. I hope you will think on Digneral’s offer. If not his, I could mention you at the royal courts. I am sure the royal family themselves might enjoy your music.”

“I’ll…think on it. Thank you, Dame Merila.”

——

In the end, Cara had to escape Baron Digneral. He never actually put her under arrest or insisted she stay, but when she hinted she had to go back, he promptly tried to get her to agree to meet his younger brother, his only living family.

She was fairly certain he wasn’t actually flirting with her, but then again, this was where she genuinely couldn’t read him. He had offered her several artifacts, including a Ring of Noble Presence, as proof Ailendamus could manufacture magic on a level no other nation could.

She hadn’t accepted it and left it in her room as she ran away. For two reasons. One, she didn’t want to accept gifts then scarper. Second?

Ser Raim advised her not to keep it. He was her exit from Ailendamus. The [Knight] had had a quiet word with her the day after Digneral tried to get her to head further into the Kingdom of Glass and Glory.

He had been largely ignored; Digneral was polite, and they’d talked about Pheislant, where Raim came from, and Cara had learned the Order of Seasons was a venerable old knighthood with a fortress-keep of some kind on the coast where four ‘seasons’ of [Knights] trained and crusaded from.

Very medieval. They all had the power to use their auras to conjure wind, snow, fire, and so on. Cara had wondered what the Season of Autumn had. The other seasons she could see. Spring was windy, Summer, fire. The Season of Winter had ice power, but what did you get in the fall? Leaves?

That wasn’t the point. Ser Raim had rapped on her door at night.

“I am already overdue to meet my friends in Ovela. If you would like, Miss Cara, I could bring you past the border and to a city and catch an Overnight Carriage back to Menorome. It would not be difficult, and I believe it may be easier than formally departing.”

“You think Digneral would make me stay? Thank you, Ser Raim. But I hope you won’t get in trouble.”

He shrugged.

“In my experience, men like him may go either way. Prudence suggests it would not be wise to gamble. He may object, but he has little grounds to take this to my entire Order over. And I, myself, do not particularly fear reprisal. Nor is my quarry in Ailendamus. I am almost sure of that. So I will not be bothered.”

His quarry. He truly was focused, and so Cara agreed to ride out with him the next evening. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t be followed around, but he stopped her just in case.

“Ah. You may wish to leave any artifacts Digneral has given you. It may just be paranoia, but good [Enchanters] could track you via their creations.”

Wonderful. Ailendamus might be a spy-state after all. That was another apparent evolution of a modernizing nation.

Anyways, they got out of the keep in good order. Digneral still had a job, and he apparently was getting more reinforcements. Cara saw a column of armored [Soldiers] marching into his keep and paled.

There were thousands! He was rotating out so many [Soldiers] that she wondered how well Ovela could do. Ailendamus dwarfed the Kingdom of Shade, and just by the numbers…

Raim had much the same opinion as he rode out with her on horseback. Cara was a decent rider after some practice; another useful talent of her [Actor] class. She felt like she did a good job looking innocuous with her hood up, and they rode through another smattering of snow.

Raim’s aura melted the very ground, and he looked completely unbothered by the chill in his armor. Cara kept glancing over her shoulder as she heard him murmuring.

“So these are Ailendamus’ famous armies. Crossbow and steel pike. They have brought many nations low of late. If their eye turns to Pheislant or Noelictus…”

“The [Hunters] have crossbows too.”

“True. And Ailendamus has numbers where the Hunter’s Guild is a fine force. But Ailendamus is focused. Noelictus has its own issues. Pay it no mention; the Baron has warred with the Twins for ages. Just—be wary of him, one supposes.”

Cara was. She worried he’d seek her out, especially because they had to ride past his [Soldiers] marching to the front, and Raim was noticeable. But as luck had it, they had a distraction.

“Dame of the Hills!”

A cheer went up as a familiar tremor in the ground made every head turn. Cara saw Dame Merila pause and boom a greeting.

“Soldiers of Ailendamus, I salute you!”

She beamed down at them as she raised her sword, and they cheered her, raising weapons into the air. Cara saw Merila smiling—then wink and theatrically brush at her eye.

What a nice, terrifying woman. Of the two, Cara was glad to have met the Dame of the Hills. Funnily, she thought Merila might have been a great actor on stage. If only they could make one big enough for her.

——

After they got out of Digneral’s immediate lands, Raim and Cara headed back without talking much. He seemed to lapse into gloom. The one thing he brought up on the two-day ride back into Noelictus, before she caught a carriage back to Menorome, was the old man.

Letichen.

“I fear that for all House Ecte’s progress and the might of the Dame of the Hills and I, we failed to save one boy’s life. And the [Driver]—it is well to toast ourselves, but one man’s world was shattered irrevocably, and it weighs on my mind. I hope you will not bear it as heavy; you saved the others. I was too slow. I could have galloped.”

He sat around the fire on the first night, and Cara put her head in her hands.

Tell me you have a guilty conscience louder, please. She felt bad for him. Raim clammed up horribly if someone asked him directly what was going on. She thought, a second, and then spoke.

“I feel guilty too, Ser Raim. We did the best we could. Your comrades and you are trying to stop another tragedy from happening, aren’t you? As I said, I was just a Conscript Hunter—but I had a deep respect for the Hunters when I was serving. If I can help…”

She let her voice trail off ,and Ser Raim fidgeted.

“—I doubt you could. Without offense, we are hunting shadows. We see signs everywhere, but there is nothing to interrogate, and our quarry must be found in the flesh. Even if we find—her—the battle will likely consume us. We would have to muster an army. Or trust our will is enough to let justice prevail.”

He stared at his greatsword he had taken off to rest on his knees. Cara had a sudden and unwelcome premonition.

Her? Wait…was it a coincidence or…she felt a lump in her throat and spoke casually.

“Who—who’re you looking for? If I’ve heard anything, I’ll gladly share it.”

“I should not name the foe. Sometimes a name lets her know—it is better to describe. You would know her if you saw her. She is a tall woman. Tall as Queen Nicterise of Noelictus. A giant among women, but not a half-Giant. She has orange eyes, unsettling, ringed, black hair, and often, a pointed hat. She is a master of thread, and more than that I should not say except to never speak to her. Avoid her…you have not met her, no?”

Raim looked up, and Cara’s face was waxy in the firelight. He froze—and his tired green eyes focused as Cara opened her mouth—and then felt thread filling it.

Do not speak of what you saw.

It was like she could feel the needle that Belavierr had plunged into her tongue again. Cara tried to speak, began choking—and Ser Raim stood.

“You have met her. The touch of the Spider is on you!”

He raised his sword—saw her stricken hands rising, and retreated.

“Do not speak. Do not try to. I recognize her magic. Again! Again! She was in Menorome, then, recently! I know better than to try and force you to talk.”

He hammered the ground with a fist. Closed his eyes—then his head rose as he took a breath. Cara was gasping for air. Every time she tried to say Belavierr’s name—or the Helpful Servants—or even the day she’d met Belavierr, she felt that piercing pain.

“I’m sorry. I—”

“Do not be. She is, as you likely know, a master beyond compare in her dark ways. It would be well of you not to cross her twice.”

Raim looked weary, but his eyes were now on Cara, searching her face. He paused, and the Summer Knight raised a gauntleted hand.

“This is well. I am just speaking to myself; please do not pain yourself. My companions will head to Menorome right away to look for clues. Doubtless they will find none, but on the off-chance they do…they must report to the Hunter’s Guild right away.”

“You—you have those Hunter friends?”

“Yes. Two Foreign Hunters, Tagil and Sylind. There are more, but those two are best placed. I will meet them at the Keep of Ovela. Our clues, such as they are, lead us there. We cannot follow her, and she can outwalk us, and her lair, if she has one, is hidden from even the greatest [Soothsayer] in the world. Yet he promised me I would have my chance at vengeance. Just not when.”

A clenched fist. Cara finally managed to breathe again and whispered.

“What did she do to you?”

“She killed my love. Everyone has been wronged by her, but even monarchs tremble at her approach. She is one of Terandria’s old nightmares. For all our continent is one of great myth and tradition—we have age here. Good and ill. Dragons, Giants. [Witches].”

Raim stared into the fire a long moment. Then he gave Cara a weary smile.

“You have ignited my hopes a second, Cara. Thank you. If ever you feel that thread loosen—know I was successful. But it is a long road. Sleep.”

“I could try to wr—”

She began choking again, and he came over to peer into her mouth. His fingers felt like a flame, but he could not pull or burn the threads he claimed he saw.

“I am too weak. Too paltry. If I had ten, twenty levels…what a crock. I am a Level 46 [Knight of Summer’s Radiance]. Once, I was considered a candidate for the head of my season. Helpless as a lamb in the face of her magic.”

He went to sit. Cara, gasping for air, looked at him.

“That—”

That was approximately Ser Dalius’ level!

“How famous or high-level would you be? Among [Knights]?”

Raim shrugged, not with modesty, but with that weariness that said his ego had long since stopped counting. So he was honest.

“Truthfully? You would call me a Named-rank Adventurer if I were among that lot. I would be eligible for the Thousand Lances, the most famed [Knights] in the world, and they have invited me. Few pass Level 50. I am a champion of my Order, the kind who is meant to lead a charge in great battle or fight monsters. And yet she is a myth that made deals with Dragons and [Tyrants] of old. There is always a greater foe, it seems.”

He gave her another exhausted smile. Cara yearned to tell him how she had summoned Belavierr inadvertently. But try as she might that night, all she managed was to choke on her own spit. The most she got out was a vague question.

“What do you think…she…is doing?”

Raim gave Cara a calculating stare.

“Hoarding her power. Hiding. She is entrenched in Terandria, but something occurred, oh, well over a decade ago. She was operating in the open, though still impossible to quite catch. Then she vanished after ruining another man. The Cursed Griffin Prince of Kaliv. She went to ground, and we have pursued her since. It was well, actually. Until that day, harming a hair on her head would have meant war with the Kingdom of Griffins. We will continue to investigate. Thank you, Cara.”

——

They parted ways a day after that. Cara had wanted to help Raim and had offered to ride with him to Menorome, but to her disappointment, he turned her down point-blank.

Only when she saw his guarded smile did she realize that he feared she was suspect. Cara hoped his friends found something in Noelictus, but she had her doubts. No one but her had even picked up on Elena being off, and that was only because Cara was in possession of facts that even Belavierr couldn’t have known about—another world.

What a mess. A super-[Witch], corruption in the Hunter’s Guild, Baron Digneral, spider-King Allorev, sad Seraphel, and…

Hold on a second. Those things sounded like they were related. Maybe not all of it, but…Ser Raim had called Belavierr ‘the Spider’.

Spiders in Noelictus’ court?

Cana didn’t like it. She was prepared to do something upon her return to Menorome. Find Haeight and tell her she was in over her head. Contact Seraphel and advise her that marrying the Earl of Ovela was a really bad idea.

Tell Rolare she wasn’t moving into his room overnight. As it so happened, Cara got a chance to do exactly none of these. She was rolling into Menorome after napping in the Overnight Carriage for two damn days with nothing to do but read the bestiary book and essays that Digneral had given her, and the only stop was to stretch her legs and pee.

She was practically bouncing to get back to the Synphasia, unpack, and see how Rolare’s trip had gone when someone interrupted the people getting out.

“We are looking for one of your number. A visitor to Ailendamus? It says…Cara ‘O’. No, Cara Sullivan?”

Fuck. Before Cara knew what was going on, the [Driver] pointed to her, and she saw a bunch of armored [Soldiers] peering at her. They didn’t aim their weapons at her, but one held out a hand.

“Miss, you’re not in trouble. But someone would like to speak to you about your recent visit to Ailendamus. With me, please.”

Oh, come on. Cara tried to argue, and she debated screaming, but in the end, she just went with them. And they took her to the place she wanted to be least.

The royal Palace of Shadows. Like that, Cara realized she might be in real trouble.

——

The worst part was that the people who wanted to see her didn’t realize who she was. The incident with Queen Nicterise must have not been public. Or the grunts were just idiots.

All they had was her name, not even her identity as a [Singer]. Noelictus’ [Soldiers] had been told to find her because she had recently been in House Ecte lands.

Cara’s guess was that due to the war, someone wanted to get her to tell them about House Ecte’s readiness or something military-related.

Well, she was already resistant to the idea, but she was even more so given that last time she’d been here, Queen Nicterise had exploded. She had nearly executed Cara on the spot. What would round two involve if it occurred?

As they led Cara into the Palace of Shadows, she was hopeful. The [Queen] seemed to avoid the actual Court of Dusk and most of the regular palace. So the odds of her meeting Nicterise were…low…

“Wait a second, where are you taking me?”

“To the inner palace. Someone important wants to talk to you.”

“H-hold on. I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“Miss, you’re not in trouble. Someone wants to talk to you; no one’s accused you of being a [Spy].”

The [Soldier] gave her an encouraging smile, and Cara began sweating. It got even worse when they stopped in front of a hallway where a pair of silent, masked figures detached from the walls.

Even the [Soldiers] looked nervous as the Royal Guard, the silent figures that carried scissor-blades, stepped forwards. The [Soldiers] bowed.

“We were told to bring this young woman here.”

“Yes. Guards, desist. You are expected. This woman is wanted in the royal wing. An exception will be made to let her through.”

Oh nononono. A woman appeared, wearing her owl’s mask and feathered outfit, and the [Soldiers] bowed and backed up.

“Wait. This is a mistake. The [Queen] did not like me last time. Hey, you, you remember me, right? I’m not even supposed to be here!”

Keeper Liletrec, the royal family’s seneschal or some equivalent, peered at Cara as the [Soldiers] beat a hasty retreat. She and a group of [Servants] eyed Cara, and clearly, they remembered her. A whisper arose, but the Keeper raised a hand.

She tilted her head, regarding Cara.

“Ah. This could be an issue. But you are wanted.”

“Her Majesty’s season of wrath….”

A servant murmured, and Liletrec studied Cara.

“All will be well if she is not aware of the [Singer]’s presence.”

“But Her Majesty is doing her best. Surely taking this one to a room away from the royal wing would—”

A servant in black-and-white began to argue back, and Liletrec’s head snapped around, and she replied frostily.

“This regards the war. Dispensation has been made. We will endeavor to keep incidents from occurring. Take her.”

Cara dug her heels in this time, but Liletrec snapped her fingers, and the royal guards just picked Cara up under each arm and dragged her forwards.

Okay, they had Yoitha-strength. Cara still tried to drag her heels and argued with Liletrec—until she realized she was in the royal wing, and the [Queen] might be about. Then Cara just looked around, and what she saw was…mysterious.

——

The royal wing of the Palace of Shadows was nothing like the gloomy Court of Dusk or the rest of the macabre palace themed like a TV show about a royal family who were secretly gothic, emo Vampires.

If anything, the contrast was insane. There were three kinds of rooms that Cara passed through. The first were the dark, classic corridors with those unsettling Royal Guards who stood at perfect attention, not even staring at Cara or the [Servants]. In fact, they practically surrounded a central foyer that led down to the Court of Dusk. A huge pair of doors set at the bottom of a ramp of black stone was locked by four huge bars of what had to be mithril, and there were thirty of the Royal Guard there. Cara had no idea what that was. The royal treasury?

The second kind of room was just as strange. It had bright colors, vistas of hand-painted backgrounds of islands or forests, some so well-done that Cara felt like she’d left the palace until she spotted the corners of the room or a detail that made her recognize the illusion.

The colors were bright, vibrant, and there were even lighting spells and magic to make her feel like a beach-room actually had sea air in it. She swore she even heard seagulls in the distance.

Why this? For the kid prince, Gedal? She supposed it was a good way to make him feel less gloomy.

The third kind of room was just classic royal chambers, but Cara was surprised after she passed through a sitting room and into a disaster zone.

A sea of splintered wood and torn cushions showed the path of someone in a really, really destructive mood. It looked like someone had taken a chair, smashed it into everything they had found, and then torn the very wallpaper before heading into the next room—by kicking the door in.

No guesses who did that.

“Is this the [Queen]’s doing?”

Keeper Liletrec was silent as Cara was taken to a sitting room. Some servants were cleaning up the mess, but the woman’s grey hair, the only part of her visible behind that owl’s mask, tilted down.

“Her Majesty does her best. Be silent to what you do not know about, girl. She is ill-fit to her duties.”

The other servants murmured at this, and Cara blinked—but then Liletrec motioned.

“There. You will wait there until you are needed. All you see and hear is sealed to the crown. They shall be here shortly.”

“Who? You can’t just haul me off the streets, you know!”

Cara saw a bunch of chairs in what looked like an actual living room, the comfy chairs dragged around a sitting table with a half-finished chess game and two books lying on the coach. There was a fire in the fireplace, a table with a pitcher and a few cups waiting to be poured, and of all things, there was a huge, patched teddy bear staring at Cara from a corner of the room.

It was seven feet tall. It had several obviously-mended tears, and Cara stared at the huge eyes as it smiled at her. She was reminded of Idelt and Violetta freaking out about her smiling emoji illusion.

Well, Cara now had a phobia of teddy bears. But she also had a phobia of being executed by a [Queen]. It was sort of…hereditary. To her culture, famous stories like Alice in Wonderland, and just Nicterise herself.

Actually, the teddy bear definitely gave Cara a sense this room was skewed, and she realized one larger-than-average chair was present both at the dining table and around the couch.

Huh, so this is a family? She thought of Seratoito, the scheming [Prince] in bed with Marquis Seelthru that Seraphel had described as treacherous. Also, his poor consort-wife, Agshiga. Kadane the drunk Spider-Princess, Allorev the spider-kissing [King], that poor kid Gedal, and Nicterise.

This family’s got to be dysfunctional as hell. But dying when Nicterise appeared would be stupid. Plus, Liletrec had said she’d try to keep the [Queen] aw—

“Liletrec? I’ve lost my book. Liletrec!”

The [Queen] appeared after calling out impatiently, stomping straight through the living room less than two minutes after Cara was sat down. She stormed into the room, glaring at everything and everyone—looked around, paused—

“Liletrec? How hard is it to find a single damned servant in—”

—Then stormed out the other door, slamming it hard. The door shook, and so did Cara.

She had escaped death. By hiding behind the giant teddy bear.

This wasn’t funny! She felt like Liletrec had done nothing at all! Then again, a flurry of voices from the next room and Nicterise’s half-contained shout probably meant that no one could actually stop a [Queen] physically or by ordering her around.

Cara debated getting out from behind the bear—

“There it is! Leave me, now!”

Nicterise went storming back, and Cara decided she was fine just where she was, thank you. She tried to breathe—then Nicterise opened the door and bellowed.

“Thank. You.”

I am going to have a heart attack and die. I should have joined Baron Digneral. I hope he sacks the damn palace if he ever wins his stupid border war!

It was funny that Nicterise said thank you, though. Everything Cara knew about royalty from her world was that while there was a hierarchy between master and servant—on one side, politeness was optional at the end of the day.

Royals. They were, to Cara, a peculiar lot. She didn’t like them. Once, as a girl, she’d really looked up to them and even thought if she wrote a letter one would take her side and help right a wrong.

Ah, that girl had learned that no one cared, if the letter had even made it to her. She had never forgiven how no one had taken her side, from her teachers to everyone who was supposed to be there to protect her. But in the case of the royal family, she understood now, as an adult, they were a weird lot.

They were powerful, conditioned to a very specific set of customs, royalty—so already born into privilege—definitely inbred, and probably all had some neurosis from being in the public eye and having virtually unlimited money to do what they wanted.

At least, on Earth. In this world, royalty was actually a functioning monarchy that relied on them to lead a country.

In theory. Cara wasn’t exactly impressed with what she’d seen, and even Seraphel described her parents, Queen Ielane and King Reclis, as a scheming duo. Well, to be more precise, she described her family as a nightmare of infighting sisters, a mother she was terrified of, and her father who lived and breathed politics.

Everything Haeight, Seraphel, and Cara had observed about Noelictus’ family said that the Kingdom of Shade was worse. In her hiding place, Cara got a rare opportunity. Squeezed into a corner, she was so tired from her trip in the carriage that she fell asleep.

Plus, the teddy bear was actually super-comfortable. That was how she was completely ignored, and when someone did come into the family room and she woke up, they completely missed her at first.

——

“AaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahIhatethecourt! I miss Seraphel!”

Princess Kadane came screaming back into one of the rooms she and the royal family used. It was one of the few rooms not destroyed by her mother, and her father, King Nicte Allorev, claimed that the teddy bear in the corner was a good luck symbol that kept it from needing to be replaced.

She ran into the room, punched the teddy bear in the face, then threw herself onto the couch. Carefully—if she slammed face-down, unlike someone else, she could actually snap one of the mandibles on her face.

Sometimes she felt like snapping off the spider-parts on her face. Or taking a blade and trying to cut them off. She’d tried before, but they regrew. And everyone knew her as the ‘Spider Princess’ now.

“At least I’m not going to be married off. No one will ever want me. I hate the court. I hate everything.”

She sobbed into a pillow. She’d heard people remarking on how useless the royal family was in addressing the escalating conflict with Ovela. Which was already making her mad because those idiots didn’t know what they were talking about.

But then they’d brought up how unmarriable and useless she was. Even though Seratoito had married into the Hunter’s Guild instead of a foreign [Princess]—she was the one they bad-mouthed.

She lay there, tears dribbling out of her eyes, until someone came running.

“Kadane! Kadane! Don’t cry! I brought you flowers. See?”

Prince Gedal ran after his sister, who had publicly fled the Court of Dusk. The earnest young boy had brought her a black flower, a blooming Nightlily from the gardens.

“Gedal—thanks.”

She was in no mood to thank him. The flower did nothing for her spirits, and he seemed to think it could make the world right. But he gave her a big hug to her legs, and Kadane knew he was being followed when a voice was followed by King Nicte Allorev.

As was custom, he’d taken ‘Nicte’, and his last name was actually his former first name, symbolizing something to do with his former loyalties to Kaaz being replaced by being the King of Noelictus. King Allorev entered the room, saw his son and daughter, and instantly sighed.

“Oh, Kadane. And Gedal. It’s been a long day, hasn’t it?”

He looked weary from arguing with the Landsreight. The famous ‘King of Hosts’ was far more retiring than the personable, savvy [King] that Seraphel had known. The same man who gave nothing away but a smile and often courted his subjects’ affections picked up his son.

“Kadane’s crying. I’m cheering her up like I try with Mother.”

Gedal informed Allorev seriously. The [King] tossed him up and down with a slight smile as Kadane hid her face.

“Well done, my boy. But sometimes we leave Kadane and your mother alone, all right?”

“But they said terrible things—she’s not ugly! They’re ugly!”

“Ah, go ahead and say that to their faces next time. You’re a lovely young boy, so you get to say it. Tell them their makeup looks like it’s peeling off.”

Kadane, despite herself, laughed as she imagined Gedal doing that.

“Father, you can’t encourage him!”

“Why not? Here’s a good one from Kaaz. Gedal, next time you see those two harridans, march up and ask them if they’re really descended from Harpies. Or Gargoyles. Can you do that?”

The delighted [Prince] giggled and promised to do just that. Allorev winked at Kadane, then sighed.

“I am exhausted. I was on my feet talking Duke Fiskren out of a formal proposal to send [Hunters] to Ovela. Again! That cursed Princess Seraphel put an Ashfire Bee in his ear. I blame Reclis. Once he gets an idea he thinks is good, he’s like a dog with a bone. And it’s always an idea someone else has to take the blame for. Let’s sit.”

He sat down—right on top of Kadane! The [Princess] screamed.

“Father! Off!”

“You sit down too, Gedal.”

He put the [Prince] on Kadane’s head. She kicked, squirmed, then screamed.

“Aah! [Spiderweb Spray]!”

“No!”

Gedal and Allorev shot off Kadane as she pointed her fingers up and a web sprayed out of her fingers. She could shoot spiderwebs, and her family knew that unlike [Sticky Webs], a classic Tier 2 spell, Kadane’s webs wouldn’t vanish.

It wasn’t as powerful as the spell, but it was one of the abilities Kadane had, along with the ability to grip things hard and jump four feet straight up. She couldn’t climb walls, but Allorev had speculated her class might empower her Skills.

She didn’t want to empower her Skills! Kadane had been born with fangs and a functional immunity to flies. They avoided her, and she could catch one with her bare hands with ease.

Poor payment for looking as she did. It was her father’s fault, and she had screamed at him many times. But he always looked so guilty, and he hadn’t known.

It was just what being Kadane was. As she sat up and made room, Allorev found a chair.

“Why are we here again? Liletrec suggested there might be trouble unless I came quick. A guest? Why would one be here?”

He frowned around; no one was allowed in the royal chambers for two good reasons. The privacy of the royal family was second to keeping people away from the Royal Crypt—and Queen Nicterise’s mood was another reason.

“I didn’t call for anyone. It must be Seratoito, that schemer.”

“Just like him. Where’s the guest? I hope they’re out of Cathiel’s way. Gedal, want to watch Seratoito act? Watch him sneer.”

“He doesn’t act that different. He’s always like that.”

Kadane and Allorev fell over laughing at her older brother’s expense. Allorev was wiping at his eyes.

“As savage as Cathiel. You’ll be a terror in the ballrooms of Terandria, my boy. As bad as home. Kadane, are you sure you don’t want to visit Kaaz?”

“No. They’ll just make fun of me.”

Allorev rubbed her hair as she sank low into the couch.

“They will, but they’ll also duel you, test you, and when you bite their heads off, they’ll respect you. Not every kingdom is like that. You might enjoy a year or two there.”

“I like Seraphel. And you said the situation at Ovela’s getting worse. I’ll stay.”

Kadane changed subjects, and Allorev sighed.

“It is. Maybe you and Gedal could winter there.”

That made her stomach twist.

“It’s not going to be war, is it?”

Allorev rested his arms on his knees as Gedal nervously found a cup of water for them all to drink. He gave his sister a cup, and Allorev thanked him; in private, Allorev made them not rely on servants. They did a lot of things differently out of the public eye. Seratoito was the most different, really. For one thing, though, Allorev was frank in private.

“They want war. Our neighbors want war. Everyone wants a damn war but us. Even Fiskren’s hinted he’d rather fight in Ovela and stop this conflict rather than bleed lives and coin. I agree! But you know the Hunter’s Guild cannot march to war, and that’s what everyone’s counting on.”

“I know. The Landsreight blames you. And Seratoito.”

Kadane knew everything going on, but she didn’t have the stomach or ability to manage it. She just watched, and Allorev shrugged.

“Let them. A war would still be stupid even if the Hunter’s Guild was completely free. Deilfec told me that our best [Hunters] can match any [Knight] Ailendamus throws at us. All well and good? Ailendamus is still four times our size. They could wash over us.”

“So why do our allies want…?”

“They want someone to bleed Ailendamus. Reclis knows that it’s us or the Dawn Concordat or maybe Desonis or Pheislant, but the entire coast has signed a mutual defense treaty. The Dawn Concordat stands alone. Noelictus would have Avel and Samal with it, but we have less steadfast allies because we’re the Kingdom of Shade. And King Itreimedes might look at the odds and realize how bad it will be.”

He shrugged, grimacing, and Kadane’s heart fluttered until she gulped water. Gedal patted his father’s knee.

“Can’t you tell them the truth?”

“Yes. Tell them and let it be done.”

Kadane didn’t see why they had held it, but her father had secrets from even her. He lowered his head, staring at his cup for a long moment. When he raised it, his face was grim.

“If we do…no, if I do, it will be because Ovela’s fallen. If that happ…”

He trailed off. Then he turned his head and sardonically looked at the door where a loud voice was coming. Kadane turned, rolled her eyes, and Gedal giggled.

“Come, Agshiga! Don’t dawdle. I need a collar and lead or something. I’ve a meeting with Marquis Seelthru, and we’re going to have real entertainment. Drinking all night!”

Prince Seratoito threw open the doors and strode in, and he was sneering in that way that suggested he thought it was a smile. Agshiga ducked in, head swiveling and frowning—and Seratoito froze when he saw his family.

“Ghoul rot. What are you all doing here?”

He snapped, and Allorev raised a cup.

“Enjoying water. What are you doing here, you treacherous [Prince]? Conspiring behind my back?”

He laughed, and Gedal started giggling as Seratoito dropped his sneer, brushed at his blonde hair, and gave everyone a miffed look.

“I was supposed to meet with a girl who’d just been to Ailendamus. House Ecte itself. An [Informant] saw her talking with that damn Baron. I told Liletrec to bring her here, but I was distracted sniping at Kadane after she ran off. Where is she?”

Kadane glowered. Allorev frowned.

“Why bring someone into the royal suite?”

“I told Liletrec anywhere was fine. Ailendamus has at least one mole in the royal court. I wanted to ask a question about whether Digneral has any of Ailendamus’ irregulars. We’re not supposed to know who they are.”

“The who? Seratoito, are you still acting or what?”

Agshiga went to high-five Gedal, but still kept frowning around the room as if something was off. But the boy was distracting her, begging to touch her knives hanging from her armor, or crossbow, and she fended him away from her dangerous armaments.

She was part of the royal family, but she clearly still felt like she was a [Hunter]. Seratoito went to pour two cups of water and brought one to Agshiga.

“Dead gods, I’m dehydrated from drinking. Irregulars, Kadane. Keep up. Ailendamus’ secret weapon. The Great Knight Merila is just one of them. House Shoel appearing on the front would mean they’re coming. They’re the real danger. Veteran spellcasters, dangerous fighters—I want to identify them.”

“Dangerous, my boy.”

Allorev muttered, and Seratoito gave his father a polished sneer which turned into a serious look.

“I know. Agshiga, can you find Liletrec, please? If the person’s not here, they had better not run into Mother. I meant one of the side-rooms…”

“She’s here.”

The Commander of the Royal Deathhunt paused as Gedal stopped reaching for a knife at her side. She calmly drew her crossbow from her side—she had two, including the two swords she carried—and aimed it straight at the teddy bear’s chest.

“Don’t shoot!”

Kadane’s heart leapt out of her chest, and Allorev swore and jerked. Seratoito spun, eyes wide with alarm, as the teddy bear moved and a familiar face appeared.

“The [Singer]! She heard—”

Allorev swore as Cara pushed the bear aside, eyes wide. Seratoito swore.

“How much did she—”

“A spy?”

Kadane screamed in horror, but Seratoito snapped back at her.

“Don’t be stupid! Those idiots didn’t say it was the [Singer]! Get her out before Mother arrives! If she’s a spy, why did she defend Afiele? Either this is a convoluted plan of Ailendamus’ or—Agshiga, get a truth stone and—”

What a mess! The royal family was alarmed, the crossbow was on a hair trigger and aimed at Cara’s forehead, and no one knew if she’d heard something she shouldn’t. Everything was something she shouldn’t hear! But as Allorev was demanding to know why Cara was behind the bear, the answer and the reason why Cara had hidden in the first place appeared.

“Did I hear someone shout ‘spy’? Is that my family I h—”

Queen Nicterise had returned. She trailed into the family room, and there was Cara, pale-faced, who froze as the giant [Queen] saw her.

Cara. Nicterise. In the private wing where she suffered no intrusion.

And she was still in the midst of her season of wrath. Kadane saw her mother’s face change and closed her eyes.

Oh no. Maybe today her mother would actually kill someone.

——

Queen Nicterise stared at Cara. She looked shocked, then recognition flickered across her face and, for a moment, guilt. Guilt, then a flicker towards her unnerved family, and it transitioned into fury so quickly it took even the [Queen] off-guard.

And she fought it. A second, before a hand plucked Cara up and held her.

That was the kind of thing Cara had seen done on television. Never in real life. It hurt. It was terrifying, and she was being held up by her clothing.

“You. I told you to be out of my sight forever. You—is that [Princess] here? In my home?”

She didn’t remember trying to execute Cara? Her emotions were fully accurate to the murderousness Cara expected, though.

“Cathiel, put her down. She was invited—”

“I am murderous.”

Cathiel’s voice was different, and Allorev pulled on her arm, resting his full weight on it. He gave Cara an alarmed look as Kadane called out.

“Mother, don’t worry! No one’s hurt—put her down. She’s just some [Singer]!”

Yes, please underexaggerate me! At this moment, Cara wanted to be ignored and forgotten. But Nicterise’s arm was shaking.

“I cannot—I am about to kill her. Calanfer’s scheming snakes twine about me in my head.”

“That’s just Ielane and Reclis. Cathiel, it was a surprise. Please, put her—”

“Agshiga.”

That was all Prince Seratoito said, standing back as he caught Gedal, who had pushed forwards. To her disbelief, Cara saw Allorev’s feet were off the ground—and Nicterise’s arm was barely shaking.

How strong were people in Noelictus? Then again, it didn’t feel like Cara was even being held up by physical strength. Nicterise’s pure, furious will was holding her up—and getting more and more intense.

However, Agshiga broke the [Queen]’s grip with the simplest expedient—she drew her sword and cut the fabric Cara was being held up by, and the [Singer] dropped.

“Agshiga! No—”

The [Queen] hesitated, and Allorev and Kadane jumped in front of her, blocking her from getting at Cara.

“Run.”

It was not a suggestion and came from Kadane, who pulled Cara up and pushed her.

“What is she—”

“Run. She’d never harm us, but you’re driving her crazy! Get a servant to escort you out—now!”

Cara ran. She heard Nicterise raging behind her, her voice raised.

“Lies, Allorev. Do not lie to—I am raging with cause. Liletrec, LILETREC. Out of my—”

She was following, and Cara ran faster than she had ever thought she could, dashing down corridors, jumping through rooms—then flattened herself against a wall as she ran out of breath. She doubted she was faster than Nicterise, and sure enough, she heard a furious sound as the [Queen] rampaged off—in the other direction.

This is a bad joke. What is she, a bear? Why do they even let a kid in the same place as her? What was a season of wrath, and…that Keeper sucked.

Safe for now, Cara decided stealth was her move, and as luck had it, she realized no servants were around. They seemed rare in this area. She was about to run back out of the palace and be done with it—until she encountered a problem.

The Royal Guards wouldn’t let her go. Each time she approached, they turned and put their hands on those scissor-swords.

“I’m allowed to go! Princess Kadane said—”

They didn’t respond, just stared at her, and Cara had the feeling that walking forwards or trying to dash past was suicide. Were they Human? No…she’d heard of ‘Golems’, magical robots being employed by the wealthy.

Doubtless, they were some version of that. Or else they were the most pigheaded idiots ever.

Pigheaded idiots would have still arrested or stabbed her, and it seemed like she was only barred from exiting. So Cara decided she now had to find a servant…while avoiding Nicterise.

It was like a bad game of hide-and-seek, and in truth, Cara probably had very good odds as the palace was large and the [Queen] wasn’t necessarily the most observant person ever and might have even calmed down.

However, Cara felt like any moment Nicterise was going to come through a wall and snap her in half like a twig. So she ended up creeping from corridor to corridor, freezing and fleeing if she so much as heard footsteps.

To calm herself, Cara rested in one hallway and panted for a while. Trying to make sense of what she’d heard.

Secrets? King Allorev certainly seemed intelligent to politics. But why wouldn’t he send the Hunter’s Guild to war? They talked about the guild as if it wasn’t corrupt. The boast that a good [Hunter] could match Ailendamus’ finest [Knights] seemed idiotic when you looked at the Dame of the Hills.

Then again—Ser Raim and the royal family held the Hunter’s Guild in high esteem. As for Guildmistress Deilfec? Cara had met that corpse with the ability to stare holes in people, and the idea of her being the [King]’s confidant said a lot.

Yet Cara felt like she was onto a huge mystery. And the biggest clue might well be the fact that Seratoito was playing up being a jackass in court. He was a fellow actor! Maybe only in part, but suddenly Cara felt like it was obvious in hindsight.

He played the part of the scheming, sleazy [Prince] so well it had almost beggared belief in the few times she’d seen him. But why? Kadane seemed the most genuinely miserable, and the kid seemed nice…

“I’m onto something. But I’ll be dead or have a bounty on my head. I’d rather go!”

So saying, Cara made to find a [Servant] again—then stared at something on the wall.

“…Dia ár sábháil!”

Are you kidding me? The Gaeilge popped out in genuine shock. It was everywhere! Secrets—the kind Haeight or Seraphel would have died to see. Clues.

What did it mean?

Cara was in a hallway memorializing, well, servants to Noelictus. One of those places where you hung up people’s portraits like a royal version of ‘employee of the month’. But what she hadn’t expected was that this was a series of portraits of important people to warrant space in the royal wing.

Or perhaps they were here because of the discrepancies. Namely—Cara stared up at a series of artists’ paintings, very lifelike—or so she assumed—of every Guildmaster of Noelictus to serve the crown for the last ten thousand years.

There were hundreds of paintings on each wall, piercing gazes staring down, mostly of serious men and women and, once or twice, a half-Elf or a smiling corpse-person, a Selphid, all wearing the familiar garb of a [Hunter].

Sometimes there were exceptions; one of the ones around a period marked ‘The Creler Wars’ had a crown, indicating he might have served double-duties. A few Guildmasters had styles unique to them, like one magical-looking Guildmaster with a black sarong and vest that left a lot more flesh exposed than someone hunting zombies probably wanted.

Then again, his portrait read ‘[Deathmagus of the Hunt], Guildmaster Tirenor. Slayer of the Raskghar. Archmage of Wistram.’

“You must have been a fun guy.”

Cara addressed the portrait. He predated the Creler Wars, which she had heard had destroyed much of the world. A lot of portraits before that were lost to time, and she was sure some [Historian] would flip out and she’d learn a lot.

However, she had noticed something as she was about to go, which was the last portrait, the most recently hung on the walls. It read ‘Guildmistress Deilfec’ and had left the class part empty, probably because it was a state secret or they weren’t certain what class she’d have before she died.

But for that simple label, Cara would have never known it was her. Deilfec was a literal corpse-woman, eyes bulging in sockets that looked scraped of flesh, scarred or burnt skin rendering her hairless, thin, a terrifying woman who could stare you down and utterly devoid of pity, complicit in Haeight’s misery.

The woman in the portrait had far paler skin, suggesting all of Deilfec’s skin was some kind of scar tissue, and she had a head of reddish-chestnut hair she kept behind her in a ponytail. She had been caught mid-pose, and the glower was similar, at least, as she glared at the audience; she was kneeling by a wall or something, a crossbow in one hand, dagger in the other, ready to jump out at some poor undead coming her way.

She looked completely different. She even looked bulkier, and Cara stared at the portrait in sheer disbelief.

“Either that’s a vanity or—how do you go from that to that? Starvation? Torture? Immolation?”

She didn’t understand and felt it all over her, now. This place had every secret—but she felt like she might die, so Cara was going to leave.

——

She found the hall leading down to the palace steps and servants without Queen Nicterise. Twice, Cara had heard her stomping around, telling the servants to find the [Singer] so she could ‘have her say’.

Cara didn’t want to find out if Nicterise had a calm bone in her body. She had slipped away, following the corridors to find that central staircase that led to the weird door. There were two other staircases that would also take her to the Court of Dusk and right now she was willing to run straight into the Landsreight to avoid death by Nicterise.

A servant had to be here or come when Cara screamed, right? And there was. They were, in fact, already screaming.

“Healers! Call the Royal Guard! Alert Their Majesties!”

Cara froze, thinking they were shouting about her—but no. She looked down the staircase and saw something was deeply wrong.

The doors were open. All four bars had been removed and placed to the side. All the Royal Guard, the thirty figures, were gone. The doors were still mostly closed, but they’d been opened, and servants were running while one tried to hold up—

A figure in black. Cara began running before she knew what she was doing. All she knew was that she saw the familiar hat and armor of a Hunter, and she was grabbing him, holding him up—

“What’s going on? What happened?”

“Call for reinforcements. Tell her. Tell her—”

He was trying to speak. He had blood all over him, and the potion was barely working. Why? His wounds? Or had he been healed so many times it wasn’t taking?

“Put him down! Help is coming—stay here—”

The [Servant] barely noticed Cara as they dragged the Hunter away from the door. He was, Cara realized, a Veteran Hunter of Noelictus.

He looked like someone had torn strands out of his stomach. There were smoking holes in his armor, and Cara saw he still had a shattered remnant of a sword in hand. The other held a crossbow. He looked at her, and she saw a trail of blood and ash coming from the door.

“Tell His Majesty. A Revenant has emerged—we need backup now. They’re still down there.”

“Who is?”

“The Guildmistress.”

He didn’t slump over or gasp his last breath. He just—fainted. Cara looked down at him as the servant shouted.

“Summon all the Royal Guard—now! You—what are you doing?”

The man seemed to realize Cara wasn’t supposed to be here and jumped back in alarm. He shouted.

“Don’t go in there! This is all sworn to the—stop! You’ll be slaughtered! Stop!”

But Cara was already running, running half knowing it was a fool’s errand and the other half because she had to go. Undead. Hunters.

It was more than just going with Haeight. Last time, she had failed. This time—this time, there was a song on her lips. And a crossbow in hand. She descended into what she soon realized was the most dangerous place in Noelictus.

A place few thought of, but surely existed. After all, if there was a tomb in Afiele, in Ovela, in every province of Noelictus that had ever endured—

Cara ran down into the Royal Catacombs of Menorome. There she saw the truth.

——

Each tomb was different. Each one set up for reasons of accessibility or just the style of the creators. In the case of the royal tombs, the builders had clearly known the dead might one day rise.

But they had envisioned them as a glorious, protecting army. Not a foe to be feared. Down a winding staircase, not far, Cara came to a set of huge, opened double doors and saw a vast room beyond. If you travelled through those doors when all was quiet, you would pass down a long central walkway that split into a gentle ramp on both ends, bodies entombed in sarcophagi on the walls.

Only the most noble, most high-level, had been given the larger tombs that were on floor level. Everyone else was stacked up against the walls. These were common [Soldiers], guards of the palace, servants who had lived here. Even people of Menorome back in the day. But for the Royal Crypt—royalty had been entombed, of course, in finery as well as powerful people.

All of them waiting for the day they might be needed. Then their ghosts would arise, an army without fear of death, to defend the palace and pour forth upon an invading foe.

That was…how it had been in the times before Ser Dalius had died. Before the tombs were sealed and something terrible had occurred, making more and more dead rise as undead.

Likely, few thought of this place. Even a Hunter like Haeight assumed the dead were calm. Unless you knew that the ancient magics were not holding and even dead who’d been beheaded could rise given enough time and death magic in the air—

If you knew that, you understood what Cara now beheld. Her voice caught in her throat, and she froze, despite herself, aiming her crossbow right, left.

“Hell.”

She felt like she’d descended into a vision of armageddon. Everywhere she looked, the undead were fighting Hunters and the Royal Guard, glowing eyes and bones, sometimes decrepit flesh, trying to fight their way to the surface.

This was the truth of the Hunter’s Guild, and Cara understood it as she saw the Veteran Hunters, shouting and laying down fire as they fought, trying to forge forwards along the treacherous walkway, hunkering behind barriers they’d brought down—there was even a smoldering catapult stalled a hundred feet ahead on the floor, the arm snapped like a twig.

However, the undead they were up against were not normal. The first one Cara focused on was floating in the air, aiming a finger down. A bolt of lightning etched across her vision, and she heard the boom of the magic spell a second later.

Lich! The spellcaster undead, regarded as a serious threat by any Hunter, was one of nearly fifty kinds of spellcasters she could see. It hit one of the Royal Guard and sent the figure staggering back, their black armor smoking. Then a roar filled the air, bone grating on bone to approximate a bellow, and something hit the Royal Guard fifty feet, sending it tumbling across the crypt. Cara looked up and stared a second.

Bone Ogre. The bones of the dead had fused, creating a monster with horns, two huge yellow eyes in a skull, and that swung a club of bones with amazing speed and strength. It was incomparable to the Crypt Lords, but they were there too, a dozen hiding behind their warriors.

Regular skeletons and zombies were present, but for every one of them there seemed to be another, higher-grade undead. Indeed, Cara saw one ‘regular’ skeleton duck a crossbow bolt shot at its head and another zombie go running across the ground.

They were empowered! This place had so much death magic that Cara felt like her life was a fragile balloon of her skin and bones, barely keeping the oppressive power around her at bay. If she died, the magic of the dead would fill her up in a heartbeat.

This was a nightmare, a horde of terror close to bursting onto the surface below ignorant Menorome.

Nevertheless, the Hunters of Noelictus fought. Cara heard a voice shouting.

“Abandon the left flank! Fall back! Fall back!”

A rank of Veteran Hunters fell back, but only after they loosed a volley of enchanted bolts. A series of fiery explosions tore a group of racing Ghouls to pieces—then the [Hunters] tossed something from their belts, some slinging them to roll underfoot as an armored, scorpion-like monster charged forwards, shielding Skeleton Knights marching behind a dome of protection a Skeleton Mage was casting.

Magical grenades or something close went off, destroying the crawling thing and blowing the armored skeletons to bits, protections or not. Then the Veteran Hunters ran back, and after the undead passed the broken metal barriers, a [Hunter] called out.

“[Denial Operation: Explosive Scuttling].”

The broken barriers turned red-hot, then blew up in showers of fragments, pelting everything around them with molten metal. By the time the undead had advanced, the [Hunters] were retrenched, and armored [Hunters] were striding forwards, backed up by more covering fire.

That was their idea of falling back? The Hunters refused to give a foot without throwing spite and defiance back. One of them had an emplaced crossbow and was firing bolts thicker than Cara’s arm through every large target he could see.

They fought like a modern military—at least that Cara could see. They were lobbing explosives into the air, saturating the area with firepower—and still the undead kept coming.

They were so varied and powerful that the same firepower that would erase a normal horde had problems keeping up. For one thing…there were spirits in the air which ignored all but pure magic.

Not ghosts. But Cara’s heart still stopped the first time she saw a clawing figure made of shadows, crimson eyes and clawed, decayed hands, screaming as it dove at a Hunter. A spear tipped with shining Truegold struck it, and a thunderclap dispersed the wraith or specter or whatever it was.

They weren’t proper ghosts like Afiele’s, but more like twisted versions of people, nightmares given form. The fact that any were here told Cara how bad it was.

Brave as the Hunters were, they were far too outnumbered. They should have been long overrun simply by the ability to fill the air with pure, destructive fire every single moment the undead were coming.

However, there was a second reason the Veteran Hunters weren’t forced to quit despite the organized army of undead—the Royal Guard. They were fighting, using those odd scissor-swords to literally cut some of their foes in half.

It looked impractical as one snapped the scissors closed, but the leverage the odd weapon afforded certainly made the blades sharp and powerful enough to cut a huge chunk out of a Crypt Lord.

However, the Crypt Lord belched bile back at the masked figure, and a skeleton leapt off an opened coffin and stabbed a blade straight into the Royal Guard’s back! Cara cried out and finally remembered to fire her damn crossbow!

Some of the undead closest to her slowed, and the puzzled Veteran Hunters finished them off faster. But Cara couldn’t command these undead—she could make a few dozen slow at any time at most.

This was way above her level. Cara was expecting the Royal Guard to fall over, but to her pure disbelief, the figure turned, smashed a fist into the skeleton’s head, then pulled the sword out of its back.

Dripping with poison, it whirled back to continue attacking, and the same Royal Guard who’d been smacked fifty feet came running back into the fray as if nothing had happened.

They were immortal! The Bone Ogre brought down its club again, roaring, and this time smashed a Royal Guard over the head. The blow flattened the entire body down to the waist, and Cara expected horrific gore—but all she saw as the figure flopped over was the mask come off—and then pick itself up and its body reknit.

Then she saw it had no face. Then she saw the ‘Royal Guard’ were just a bunch of empty suits of armor and cloth that constantly reknit themselves. Even when burned, the black fibers regrew, and they advanced without fear of harm, taking the brunt of the offensive as the Veteran Hunters fired from afar.

Who made them? These were no ordinary Golems. One name sprung to mind as Cara looked at the black thread, and her skin tingled, and her tongue hurt. More of the puzzle—but what had that Veteran Hunter said?

The Veteran Hunters were in full retreat now, but they had pierced far into the catacombs and had been trying desperately to advance.

To…kill something. They were strung out, trying to shield a group on the center walkway battling towards an armored figure pointing a sword and giving orders—in between aiming a wand that spat a hailstorm of fire at everything he wanted to erase.

An undead warlord. The armored figure had a face of bone, and his eyes glowed a deep, icy blue. He seemed…aware. The flames were more like pupils in the skeleton’s sockets, and even as Cara watched, he leaned back out of the way of one of the bolts aimed at him. Then he waved a hand, and a crystal-blue barrier appeared, cracking as it absorbed attacks.

Revenant. He was more than a mere sentient undead, too. More than even a Skeleton Lord. Even they took orders from him, for the difference between the mightiest of undead and he was this.

He spoke. He said—

“[Meteor Strike]. [Push the Spears]. [Unit: Phoenixfire Tips].”

He pointed, and a flaming ball of stone burst from his wand as a group of skeletons charging forwards accelerated and their speartips burst into flame.

The undead warlord was using Skills! This was the danger of a Revenant, and Cara was afraid the moment she saw him. The meteor hurtled across the divide as Hunters took cover—then exploded in midair.

A single group was trying to get to the Revenant, to put him down, as if he were the only threat that mattered. But they were bloody and wounded; Royal Guards were struggling to shield four Veteran Hunters.

One of them was Guildmistress Deilfec. Her eyes were burning searchlights that had pierced a hole in the meteor. She shouted as she raised the same crossbow and dagger Cara had seen in her portrait.

“Lord Vrek! If you love Noelictus, face us in combat and return to rest! Or lay down your arms and die twice.”

Her eyes blazed, and a hole began to melt in his magic. But the warlord just doubled the shield and called back. He looked—thoughtful and studied a gauntleted hand as if seeing it for the first time.

“I do not know you, woman. I see you are Hunters of Noelictus, and in life, I was a loyal son of Noelictus. I know what my charge should be and the will I carried in life.”

“Then—”

The Revenant paused, then shook his head once. He stared down at Deilfec and aimed the wand down at her.

“I am consumed by hatred. What a mistake it ever was to toil beneath pure skies and dream of breath. This kingdom sinks under bone and dead flesh. That is a greater purpose than any I held in life.”

The undead doubled their attack, and the Guildmistress closed her eyes as a bolt of lightning was intercepted by a raised amulet. She seemed calm. Until she opened her eyes.

“Then die, you pathetic thing. [I See Only Destruction].”

She swept her gaze up—and everything she beheld caught flame and fire and began to disintegrate, as if in the face of a blowtorch. The Revenant held up a hand as his barrier melted, and he cried out, retreating as his armor flashed.

“A worthy foe! I have seen Dragonbreath, however. [Frostmaw of the Ice Dragon]!”

He raised his wand, concentrating—and a blizzard howled down the breach. The [Hunters] broke and ran as Deilfec’s gaze cut a hole through the blizzard—then was pushed back. It looked like a pure rout, and the Guildmistress herself turned, slashing, her retreat cut off.

Cara ran down the stairs, singing as loud as she could, and Deilfec looked up as the former Lord Vrek did. The Revenant focused on Cara and murmured.

“Oh. What a beautiful song. I could almost listen to it—but it cannot command me. Dangerous. Everything in me says danger.”

His wand rose as Deilfec shouted.

“Get to safety! Now!”

Cara hesitated. She stumbled back, and Deilfec narrowed her eyes and blasted a second swarm of burning bolts aimed at Cara. A Veteran Hunter threw a rock—

“Anti-magic barrier! Guildmistress—”

“Retreat!”

Only the Royal Guard were holding, and they were being overrun, literally surrounded and being hacked down. Deilfec was going to die! An undead swung a sword through her neck, and the sword snapped.

“[Retribution of Wrath].”

The Skeleton Captain’s head exploded, but Deilfec couldn’t do that more than once or twice, Cara was sure. She was stumbling towards the double doors, seeing Lord Lantal and Lady Risel twice. Again, and again—

A hand thrust the doors to the catacombs open. A face looked down as Queen Nicterise appeared, eyes still containing blazing emotions, and the Veteran Hunters cried out and halted.

“Your Majesty—”

“Ah. You saw. Now your fate is sealed.”

Nicterise focused a second on Cara, and the [Singer] was afraid—until the [Queen] pointed a finger.

“Servants of Noelictus, servants of the Spider, bound by pact. Charge. Kill that Revenant and protect Deilfec!”

Dozens of Royal Guard rushed past her, the puppet-warriors charging into the undead. They plowed into the enemy, and even the Revenant seemed taken aback by their charge. He saw his position reverse as Deilfec whirled, and the Revenant raised a hand.

“Retreat. Guard my departure. This war will take time, it seems.”

He turned and strode back as all the remaining undead threw themselves into a grinder against the Royal Guard. More were coming from below, and Deilfec shouted.

“Don’t let them advance too far, Your Majesty! We cannot bring that one down today!”

“Protect Deilfec.”

Nicterise shouted, then grabbed Cara. She towed the [Singer], this time unresisting, towards the stairs. Deilfec’s eyes found Cara, and the Guildmistress sighed as Agshiga appeared in the doorway with reinforcements, covering the mortals’ escape.

“More complications. This is the last thing Noelictus needs.”

The [Queen] quite agreed as she pulled Cara upstairs. Her eyes were huge, and Cara felt that hand on her, like a cat picking up a kitten by the scruff of the neck. Yet Nicterise didn’t kill her. All she said was this:

“I do not like you, girl. But you are bound to Noelictus now, for ill or good. And I am a master of my feelings.”

That struck Cara as incredibly wrong. But as she realized thereafter, and in days to come as she was inducted into the full secrets of Noelictus—Nicterise meant it. Or she tried.

[Grave Singer Level 29!]

——

“I suppose you’d like a proper explanation about what’s going on.”

Cara nodded as King Allorev sat her down and they had a proper conversation about the truth. She felt like the character in a play just after one of the rising actions, who puts together all the events at last and races to save the day.

But she was not, and this was no convenient play. If it were, she might be assured of a happy ending.

Depending on the content. If it was a Russian play, she was pretty sure everyone would be dead by the end. If it was the Hunchback of Notre-Dame as originally played, she, Cara, would die by the end, and some asshole would save a goat instead of her.

Cara was highly discombobulated, unnerved, and still shaking from seeing so many undead loose like that. Not to mention realizing the nature of the Royal Guard. And Queen Nicterise not killing her.

She was clinging to what she knew, the stage, theatrical stories, because, well, her real-world experience and common sense had fled her. Noelictus, this Kingdom of Shade, was like a story.

The people were more complex, real, living and breathing people, not characters, but some elements within it were stories. A wicked [Witch], pacts and deals, a shadowy threat hidden from all—you could boil down a lot of Earth’s tales into stories if you tried.

But in this case, Cara had a distinct sense that the story mattered. There was a common thread running throughout everything that went back to her meeting with Ser Dalius, to the tragedy of Afiele, and whether or not she could read it out loud at last, the man in front of her, King Allorev, had more pieces than anyone else.

What surprised her was how they talked. It was not, as she expected, in his living room, or in audience to that throne of webs, or with her strapped to an interrogator’s chair with a blade held to her throat.

He sat her down at a curious thing in the inner palace: a vanity kitchen. The kind of thing someone with a lot of money got to make for themselves.

Like…someone who had a hobby and more money than time to pursue it. A master-class amateur, like someone who could win every game of billiards they wanted because they had their own glove, cue, and a table in their basement, but was still an accountant by day.

Someone like that. In Allorev’s case, he was making spicy noodles in a bowl, watching a bubbling pot he’d thrown soft Ashwheat noodles into.

“The soup stock is black oranges. I know it sounds strange, but it gives the noodles a sweet taste. I serve the Hunters food sometimes, when they’re done fighting. I haven’t made a bowl of noodles for a month, though. Everyone gets sick of it when the cold season starts because I serve it every night. I know how to make good noodle soup. Dragon-noodle broth they call it in some places, but that’s pretentious.”

“Uh. You worked? I thought you were a [Prince of Hosts].”

Cara managed a grunt. Allorev tasted the broth, then poured it into a bowl.

“[Princes] have to work. Kaaz had too many. And I worked at a very expensive restaurant in Menorome. Imagine what you can charge to have a [Prince] serve you something? That’s how I met Cathiel, Queen Nicterise.”

He put the bowl down and sat at the bar-type window. Cara looked around and saw [Hunters] quietly bandaging wounds, or eating, taking swigs of potions or drinks, and talking in low voices.

This was a kind of odd mixing of royalty and the Veteran Hunters, but Cara got that part. Only these two groups knew the truth of the undead.

Still…she stared down at the soup and took a spoonful of black broth that swirled like a cloud, oil spiraling as pale noodles and the rest of the broth flurried up.

Very artistic. She took a sip, and it was sweet—unlike ramen or any other broth she was used to. But mildly savory.

“As ucht Dé. That’s not bad.”

Allorev’s eyebrows rose at the Gaeilge.

“Is that another language? It’s not Drathian. They have at least three. Is it Goblin? It sounds too short to be old Elvish. Please tell me you know old Elvish.”

Cara paused, soup raised to her mouth.

“You study languages? Everyone speaks just one.”

“Everyone speaks just one, but lots of species have their own written languages. And many have ‘secret’ languages, like Gnolls. Mages speak the language of magic. We have some of the words or use them. Mea culpa. Bona fide. These are words stolen from the language they use in old incantations. They call it Magister’s Chant, but it’s no longer used much, like the class.”

She was talking to a scholar! Of a kind—Allorev didn’t have the same enthusiasm a true linguist had. His passion was like a focus. He saw Cara hesitate.

“You do know some?”

“A bit. That wasn’t Magister’s Chant, though. Are you a fan of history? Languages?”

Allorev poured himself another bowl, then found a glass of water for her.

“Dead gods, no. I was a flirtatious young man more keen on sneaking into bedrooms and avoiding honor-duels in Kaaz all my life. If I learned two entire languages of Drathian, it was to flirt with their people.”

Cara nearly snorted noodles out of her nose.

“That’s some commitment.”

“Well…one does a lot of things to impress. Foreigners to my kingdom were always far more interesting than Kaazians. Do you know it? It’s one of the Sleeping Three, a kingdom of duels, honor, a gigantic magic dungeon; a powerhouse of Terandria, but we’re too busy killing each other in duels to go to war.”

Cara had heard Allorev was a foreigner. No wonder he wasn’t as dour, and while he’d taken the accept of Noelictus, he did have a faster cadence. She decided this was a good segue into whatever larger explanation she had.

“No. It sounds prickly?”

She imagined a bunch of men and women with swords or daggers, swaggering around and daring anyone to offend them. As it turned out, that was fairly close to the truth.

“Kaaz is rich on adventuring. It hosts the Thousand Lances—the world’s most famous [Knights]. It is a stable, rich nation without notable ambitions in this day and age. Noelictus they call a gloomy nation of undead, poor in everything but quality farming soil. I thought so too until I learned why Noelictus is impoverished. You know, it was my goal to expose the Hunter’s Guild as corrupt, back in the day. I kept thinking Cathiel was blind to it and never realized she knew all along why the Hunter’s Guild was siphoning so many resources until she took me below. You’re holding up better than I did.”

Ah. Allorev glanced at Cara’s face, and the [Singer] gulped. She’d laid down for a second and gotten that level up notification. At the moment, the Royal Crypt was sealed, and the guards were standing around it.

For the safety of anyone trying to break in. What Cara didn’t get was why they weren’t still fighting. They seemed immortal.

“How did you take it? And are the…Royal Guard always the same? Are they Golems or something? Ghosts? Why aren’t they still fighting the undead?”

Allorev smiled grimly, and he produced some chopsticks and began to blow on his noodles. He glanced up, and his eyes, a pale green, were serious.

“I didn’t sleep for a week. I debated running and telling everyone in Kaaz to muster a crusade, but Cathiel had good arguments not to. As for the Royal Guard—that lot has been here at least a hundred years. Two [Guildmasters] ago, a deal was struck for their services. They don’t die, and they regenerate—but they can be ‘captured’. If enough undead keep tearing them apart, they’re functionally helpless, and we’ve lost over three dozen over the decades. They’re still probably below, but to avoid clever undead siphoning them off, they only go in whenever the Veteran Hunters push.”

“And it’s safe?”

The [King] of Noelictus nodded.

“A very close eye is kept on the wards on the door. Even if the entire crypt were trying to break it, we’d have nearly half a day—and the Veteran Hunters regularly cull the undead. Right now is—tricky. You know what a Revenant is?”

“Undead that level.”

“It’s not the first. It won’t be the last. Deilfec will kill it. She’s very good at finding their weak spots; they always have some personality trait, like getting angry, or apparently bringing up how they died is a soft spot. Agshiga will lead the attack. She commands the Royal Deathhunt, and so the two of them are often here.”

Holding the line. It was many of Cara’s questions answered, but she still didn’t understand a few things. So she asked.

“Why don’t you just tell other kingdoms? Is it because you don’t want to look weak? It’s because you’re afraid how they’ll react?”

Allorev’s chopsticks paused, and he patted his mouth.

“Yes. And yes. When you have foreign armies in your kingdom, ofttimes it’s considered a sign of weakness. If we need that much help to settle our affairs, other nations might decide it’s better to…instate their own leaders to ‘help’. That is if they don’t consider Noelictus so tainted—you’re a foreigner to Terandria?”

“Yes.”

Allorev nodded.

“Then you may not realize how badly the Necromancer, Az’kerash, terrorized us. He was only put down ten years back. If my peers thought there were hordes of undead in each tomb waiting to come out…they would raze Noelictus and salt the earth. Terandrian Crusades are famous for sending thousands of [Knights] and even more [Soldiers] to slay our foes. I’m sure you’ve heard of how we sent one against the King of Destruction in Chandrar, or against the Drakes. Or into Baleros…what one would do to Noelictus, and how fast the Kingdom of Shade would crumble is one reason. The other is purely selfish. I will tell you, but I need you to promise you’ll say nothing, first.”

Cara glanced over her shoulder as a faint pinprick of pain touched her skin; Guildmistress Deilfec was looking at her. The Veteran Hunters were watching Cara, and Allorev lifted a hand.

“Deilfec? Can I make you a bowl?”

“No, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

He sighed.

“She hates my noodles, but she’s too polite to say. Needless to say, the Veteran Hunters will watch you. For your safety, please don’t tell anyone. You are not an agent of Ailendamus.”

“No. Your son wanted to question me, but I was just singing for Baron Digneral.”

She was worried he wouldn’t believe her, but Allorev kept eating.

“I know. I have a good sense for people, or so I like to think. And copious Skills. I can use [Read Faces] to get a pretty good grasp on anyone but a spy’s mentality. You seemed honest, as did Princess Seraphel, and our report of Afiele said Lord Lantal held you in some regard before his passing. He was a good man. We owed him better.”

Now Cara grew angrier, hearing Lantal’s name invoked. She spoke in an icy tone as she pushed the bowl back.

“He fought an entire horde of undead with barely twenty full retainers. He didn’t have any of that magic or—or anything else. There were no Hunters at Afiele!”

She raised her voice, and the room went quiet. Allorev’s face grew bleak, and he opened his mouth to respond, but someone sat down.

Commander Agshiga was quiet as a whisper, even when she wasn’t with Seratoito. But her voice was only a whisper in volume. It sounded like someone slowly drawing a blade out; it was direct, and her eyes locked onto Cara like she was seeking a target.

“I take responsibility. It was my fear that Afiele’s entire tomb had been breached by the [Necromancer]. We were prepared for a million undead to come out—the tomb’s occupancy. If so, we had to evacuate cities and stall them. This was not the case. Had we known what was going on, we would have come sooner, but I considered Afiele lost. Few [Hunters] are in the region due to Afiele’s relative safety.”

“And they should have had more men. The Twins have been siphoning off fighting forces for their battles with Digneral for years. The Landsreight demanded more responsiveness, as is right and proper, but they ask for it in the form of Hunters, and we cannot honestly tell them why Veteran Hunters are all needed. Hence. The crown takes on the duty of being inept. But Afiele should not have suffered like that. When Lord Culin and Lady Sasi arrive, they will be taken care of. If Duchess Grishen trusts us to help.”

None of that made Cara feel any better. There was a bitter taste in her mouth that had nothing to do with the soup, and she felt that same anger in her breast, a kind of helpless frustration. Not at Allorev for being a fool or keeping secrets, but one far simpler.

Once again, she searched for fools or inept or corrupt, selfish, and evil people, and she did not find them. Not the purest quill of incompetence or wretchedness. Just—tired eyes, a guilty face. Yes, a lack of empathy towards Afiele from a remote [King] and his trusted people far from the border, but not monsters.

When would she find someone she could unequivocally hate? Either her world was less black-and-white than she thought or Noelictus was better than she could expect elsewhere.

“So what now?”

That was all Cara managed. Allorev raised his brows, looking at Agshiga a moment, and the Deathhunt’s Commander looked uncertain.

“Now? Miss Cara, I would say simply to keep the secret. Let Seratoito quiz you on what you’ve seen, and consider this all an unhappy tale you will keep to yourself. There are memory spells and draughts, but I don’t like using them. We could offer you some, but that would be it.”

“You’re not inducting me into your club of undead-fighters? All the Dedicated Hunters think everyone’s in on some grand corruption scheme.”

Someone laughed quietly behind Agshiga. Deilfec.

“They’re plotting rebellion. I’ll handle it.”

Allorev was sympathetic, but nodded.

“Miss Cara, things are not dire. Unless war breaks out in Ovela, but that’s been hanging in the air a long time.”

He hesitated.

“—you are a [Singer] of the Synphasia. We wouldn’t ask you to do anything.”

You’re not really that useful, anyways. That stung, but Cara realized, given the circumstances, it was probably generous. That was, until Allorev hesitated and swept the bowls aside.

“Unfortunately, my wife, Cathiel, seems to have taken note of your witnessing the truth. I’m trying to talk her out of it, but she may summon you back here to ensure you don’t say anything.”

Cara’s heart sank and then began to pound in terror once more.

“Is she—”

Allorev tried to reassure Cara without much luck.

“She won’t harm you.”

“She tried to have me executed!”

His face was pained, and Agshiga adjusted her hat as the [King] searched for a response.

“She—said that. But she did not mean it. I realize that sounds inane, but it is true. She has promised she will not harm you, and she is, in a very real sense, the true monarch of Noelictus. It would distress her greatly if I refused, and she will worry about you. Please, I swear you will be safe and in the company of servants any moment you are here.”

Cara stood, almost ready to back away, but she knew there was nowhere to run. Veteran Hunters, a [Queen]’s eye on her—

“What is wrong with her? Why is she an insane recluse? Why is she so—”

Furiously mad? Allorev’s face tightened, and for the first time, he looked angry. He took a breath, then let it out in a faint hiss.

“Do not say it like that, Miss Cara. Cathiel has moods. She—fights them. How can I explain it besides that?”

He turned to Agshiga, and the [Huntress] replied, glancing at Cara directly.

“Noelictus’ citizens know. She rages or goes into depression, but she is the [Queen] of Noelictus, and she has never hurt a single person even in her greatest tempers. She says things, but she did not hurt you. I have never seen her come close.”

Not once? Allorev nodded and leaned on the counter miserably a second.

“It shocked me when she ordered your execution. She didn’t use to say such things, even when her temper burst like a geyser. But she has not harmed anyone. She will call on you, Cara. That is the end of that. If you are hurt, rest assured, it will mean this entire kingdom is tearing itself to bits. A small comfort if it occurs, but I would stake my life on your safety.”

And that was that. So. Cara stared down at the counter and saw her face, shocked, pale, outlined on the polished wood, and then looked at Allorev. Every secret she wanted was here, and all she had to do was…

“I suppose I’ll get to ask more later?”

He gave her a slow nod. Even the Veteran Hunters were getting up, those not passed out and being carried off by [Servants]. It had been a difficult day, and he himself yawned.

“Yes. It’s late. We will discreetly find an excuse for you to come here. More explanations can wait, unless you had one last question?”

He gave her a look entreating reasonability, and Cara nodded. She had one…even if it was silly.

“Yes. You…didn’t like my songs at the Court of Dusk when I performed, did you? King Allorev?”

He hesitated, and Agshiga’s head turned. Of all the things to ask—well, that was just her pride. The [King of Hosts] paused, scratched at his head, and looked bemused. Then embarrassed as he answered.

“Well—yes. It’s nothing to do with you, Miss Cara. They were actually quite decent songs. I just failed to get into them at the time.”

“Why, then? Was it my appearance? The choreography?”

Cara wanted to know, silly as it was to demand this. But the critique she got was—King Allorev met her eyes, and she saw a fellow actor, dissembler, and someone with his own great passion, though she could not understand what drove him.

Only the knowledge he was working hard towards some goal. So what he told her was this:

“I could tell you were more focused on performing than anything. It was a lovely song that had absolutely none of you in it. I can tell if someone isn’t passionate about what they sing. It’s a downside to learning to disassemble. Good night, Singer Cara. I really was looking forwards to that half-Elf.”

——

Cara said nothing to Rolare or Yoitha about what she’d seen at the palace. As far as they knew, she had been summoned, but Cara played that off with the most easy, honest excuse.

“They wanted to know about what I saw in Ailendamus. Oh, and I was nearly killed by [Bandits], but two [Knights] saved me.”

She was rather blasé about her entire trip. Even Ser Raim’s revelations about Belavierr couldn’t beat the royal conspiracy.

Cara would have liked nothing more than to be able to phone in her performances and figure out what to do about the summons to the palace she’d receive soon. Or just catch up on the Synphasia, but she was unable to.

The problem was Rolare.

The problem wasn’t just that the first thing he did upon her return was give her a huge hug and put his arm around her shoulder with half the Synphasia’s cast watching—that was just eye-rolling. Cara didn’t even mind.

It was when she saw Yoitha’s stricken face that she sensed an immediate, unforeseen problem. Joeired just made it worse.

“Aha! A relationship in my theatre?”

“Joeired—you’re not going to be insane about it, are you?”

Cara demanded as Atanna dropped a deck of magical cards.

“You? Cara? Rolare? Rolairenes? How does that even work? He’d drive a stone to madness!”

“We found things to mutually appreciate.”

Rolare shot back, looking quite offended by her characterization of him. Joeired’s concern was completely different, though. The [Manager] pulled at his hair.

“I don’t care if it’s Cara and Rolare, or Rolare and a statue of himself, or Cara and a camel. All I care about is whether when you two inevitably break up, I have to deal with two squabbling infants unable to work together!”

“We’re professionals!”

Cara snapped back at him.

“And we’re not going to break up. This was just casual—but ongoing?”

Rolare shot her a side-glance, and she glared at him as Joeired looked from face to face, narrowing his eyes.

“Well, if it’s ongoing, you had better not get pregnant! It would completely ruin my plans—though a matronly singer does take in her own kind of audience. Tell me in advance.”

“Joeired, you are—”

Everyone started laughing despite the Stitch-man’s shrieks that this was not funny. Cara was glad he was reasonable about it, but she noticed how quiet Yoitha was. And how her Dwarf friend suddenly ran off to bed.

Cara had a really bad feeling about this, and Rolare followed her to her rooms.

“Do you want to tell me more about the [Bandits]? I should have been there or made you go with me to Samal. Are we, uh, still doing things together? And was the palace really fine, to make you stay into the dawn?”

He had a lot of questions that were annoyingly perceptive, possibly because he was focused on Cara so much. But she had a question for Rolare that trumped all the others. Cara faced Rolare, put her hands on her hips, and hissed up at him.

“Rolare! Did you know Yoitha was interested in you or have you not known this entire time?”

She had the agonized satisfaction of watching his mouth drop open. Rolare did a double-take and stared at the door.

“Yoitha? Yoitha? You’re joking.”

“Are you fecking kidding me?”

She clawed at her face. There was no mistaking Yoitha’s reaction to Rolare. Cara was kicking herself for not picking up on any signs before this, but she didn’t understand how he could have missed it.

“You’ve both been here at least, what, a year? Tell me this is new.”

“How would I know? We barely know each other!”

She almost stomped his foot right then and there.

“A. Year? Rolare, we are breaking up whatever you think we have on the spot unless you can remember her leaving any clues. Wait. You said she always got you a gift when she went on holiday or travelling. Did she get anyone else anything?”

He hesitated.

“Well, no. She would come to my rooms after visiting her home, and I would cheer her up after she was depressed, or she’d bring me something to eat, and we’d make it in that pot she has.”

“…And you thought she was just being polite. Has she done you any favors?”

“Yes. She repaired my violin. It took her nearly a week when the metal handle and knob broke, but she managed to make a metal set with the feel that made me feel able to play it.”

Cara just bet she knew how hard that had to be, even for someone of Yoitha’s talents. Rolare was beginning to look worried as he pieced things together.

“D-do you think she really likes me?”

“It’s fine if she wasn’t overt. She never said ‘I really like you, why don’t we go on a date’, did she? Because if she didn’t, it’s totally okay. She has to know you’re unsubtle and need prompting. It’s pining for something you didn’t have the courage for.”

She was telling herself that was what it was and calming down, figuring out how to talk to Yoitha honestly and openly, when Rolare began to sweat. He avoided her eyes and cleared his throat a few times.

“Rolare.”

“It—I’m used to half-Elven courtship. In the villages. Someone puts a flower in front of my door or sends me a letter. Sometimes the number of flowers indicate how long they want to try a relationship for, and we arrange to intersect our schedules more and more. So—”

“Rolare!”

Someone stomped on the floorboards above their head. Atanna shouted.

“Keep it down, Cara. I don’t care if you two are seeing each other, I’m sleeping.”

“Eat ten bags of dicks, ye fucking shitebrained card thief!”

The stomping stopped, and Cara inhaled. Rolare was twiddling his thumbs together. They both lowered their voices.

“After—we went out to make sure you were safe with the Mothbear hunt, Yoitha did say she was very concerned. Which I thanked her for! She said that if anything happened to me, one of the best parts of the Synphasia would be gone, and I did say the same of you and her. Which made her very happy. She asked if I wanted to…to see more of each other while you were gone.”

Cara’s head slowly rose. No. Nononono. This was not happening. She listened like a woman watching a boulder coming downhill and whispered.

“And you said?”

“Well— I said yes. And we have—did—were—spending many nights talking or going out to the fairs. She even was showing me how to swing a hammer. But we never said—she never said explicitly this was a relationship. Though she did ask me if I wanted to stay over or—and there was a moment when she suggested we kiss, and I laughed and asked if that was a Dwarven custom, and she asked if I didn’t know how and—”

The [Singer] was just watching Rolare, just watching him, as the half-Elf looked up for understanding, validation, and help as he came to a sudden and very unfortunate realization. He was greeted with the gentle smile of an Irish girl who did see how he had gotten to this point without engaging a single brain cell, and she had a good picture of what was going on.

Cara stood, and Rolare got up nervously from the floor. She gave him a big hug, and he tried the shoulder-hug. Cara grabbed the arm.

“Get out.”

“Cara, I—”

“Out!”

She shoved him out the door, hammered on Yoitha’s door, and shouted.

“Yoitha! I had no idea, and I am so sorry—”

A hammer crashed through the wall, spraying Cara with dust, and Cara ducked. Rolare, halfway to his room, looked back and took cover. Cara stared at the hole in the wall as people shouted in alarm.

She definitely made sure to miss. That was…good. Very good.

Cara backed up two steps and retreated into her room.

What a mess.

——

She had never been this person before. Someone entangled in a multi-person romance and in the position of hurting a friend.

Cara had deliberately never even touched this kind of situation with a ten-meter pole, and she could only blame Rolare for getting her into it.

And herself, for not noticing or telling Yoitha and taking the Avel-tour as a kind of way to indulge in a fall’s romance, something innocent.

Well, like the hammer, it had put a hole in the structure of the Synphasia. Cara tried to talk to Yoitha the next morning, but the Dwarf ignored her. She just…walked past Cara, didn’t react to Cara trying to start up a conversation, and went about her day.

Like a rock. Like she couldn’t see Cara.

She had to be hurting bad. Cara was so angry at Rolare he just hid in his rooms, and she had no idea how to fix this.

She turned to the only person she could, given the performances and the impending castle situation.

Joeired gave Cara a dark look over his worn desk as he adjusted some spare hands he was working on. He was very delicately adding bones and fingers into a complex glove, ‘tuning’ the cloth and stitching to flex and move like a real hand.

“I told you, relationships are trouble. You lied to my face.”

“Joeired, I didn’t know. Rolare is an idiot.”

“Yes…but somehow my three top stars are all angry at each other. A funny world how this happens. To me. Ha. Ha-ha. Hahahahaha.”

He wasn’t actually laughing. Cara spread her hands.

“Joeired. I need help. Please. I never wanted this.”

The [Manager] gave Cara a long look, then sighed. He opened a desk drawer, put the hands in it, and then rested his arms on the table, folding them together and giving her a long look.

“I was an [Opulent Ringmaster] in Nerrhavia Fallen’s largest menagerie circus: The Fantastic Fables of Chandrar. It made me rich, but I came here because I wanted to make something more than riches without respect. You cannot be respected in the lands of Stitch-folk. You have to be made of silk; born to it. I thought of Terandria as easier to attain fame and make something lasting than Chandrar.”

Cara had no idea where he was going with this. Joeired gave her a long, pointed look.

“I was wondering when you might ask. Or another performer I got to know. No one does. I know exactly what Yoitha Sterngest did, and she never told me directly. I know Rolaireness’ village and that he is better with that sword than probably any other [Warrior] in Menorome—for the first strike. The Synphasia is rising in popularity, but the performers are not a troupe.”

“Oh. I didn’t ask. But—I’m sorry. I don’t know if—”

“You’d stay. In Chandrar, we are a family. We laugh and cry and lean on each other. We eat each meal together. Maybe I should have done that, but I needed to find talent first, and I had to cut and fire them until I found you. Now, I don’t know if you will stay. Rolare, I always thought would go, but in you, and Yoitha now, I see potential. But by the end of the week, you might all go—that is the worst outcome for me.”

Cara ducked her head, and Joeired pulled another drawer open and pulled out a bottle. He admired the wax seal, broke it, and found a cup. He poured a dollop for himself, took a drink, and gave absolutely none of it to Cara.

“Since I think of you as my own bratty, rebellious daughter, though I know you are someone else’s, I will try to do what is best for everyone, not me. You will become famous, if someone doesn’t stab you first. I want part of that. Rolare envies you because he cannot create another song without a century of practice. Yoitha has turned her talent into an unpolished gem of potential. One is blooming, the other fading, the last, growing.”

He made three distinctions with his palm, and Cara began to protest that that was oversimplifying it. But Joeired was not done.

“The simplest way is to fire Yoitha and let you and Rolare split or continue. Though looking at you, I doubt it would lead to children. Ah, but Yoitha has been trying to hammer her like of him into his skull for over half a year.”

“Fuck.”

“And then you did exactly that. Swept him off his feet like an idiot fool of a teenager meeting their first seductive Djinni. With about the same consequences. You hear about someone wishing to fall in love with a Djinni? The kinder stories are the ones where the Djinni does ‘whatever they want’ to the person. I saw the end result of one of those stories. More gore than I have ever seen on any battlefield.”

Joeired shuddered, and Cara wanted to ask about whether Djinni were technically slaves or actually wish-granting beings and how that worked if someone wished for infinite wealth. But they were off-topic, and Joeired looked at Cara.

“Yoitha is sad because you did what she couldn’t, when Rolare was oblivious for an entire month.”

“I didn’t know. I really, truly don’t think he did either.”

“Yes. But she is angry, you idiotic singing cow, because you beat her so easily. Not just because he fell for you. Do you think Andex quit just because I fired you? Jealousy. Terandrians hate acknowledging it. She is jealous, and breaking up with Rolare will not make this go away, even if he leaps into her arms. Beard.”

He sipped at his drink, staring at the wall, for a second lost in ruminations on the Dwarven beard. Cara appreciated his wisdom, even if it did come with a bit of spit.

“So…what is your advice, oh, wise Joeired?”

He studied his fingernails.

“…If Yoitha didn’t exist, would that continue? Be honest.”

“I don’t think so. I just—wanted to enjoy things.”

She was honest about it. She had told Rolare from the start, and this mess needn’t have happened. Joeired nodded.

“Here is the wisdom of Ringmaster Joeired, whose greatness in managing his troupe will never be matched or equalled even should the Great Desert of Zeikhal be filled with water and the lands bloom, Cara: Yoitha was serious. Far more than you were. Rolare flips between enjoying all the flightiness of we mortals, but he longs for something longer than a decade. Your goals and hers smashed into each other, but a solution can be found.”

“Serious? About Rolare? Why?”

Joeired raised his brows. He poured a half cup, began to sip, and put his legs on his desk.

“Ask her. But you have a shot at a happy ending now that you understand. Oh, and if you do fight and she throws things at you—don’t do it in the Synphasia. Do it down that street with the band and their [Dancers]. They keep stealing our business.”

——

Cara had never meant for it to become this.

She had no vision with Rolare and her in mind that lasted beyond performing across Terandria, certainly not as a couple, and she thought he would have come to the same conclusion.

What lasted months could not last years.

In a very real sense, what had drawn Cara to Rolare was the idea that there was no way it could work.

She would be dead and her bones would be dust before his lifespan ended. Unless she wanted a double-suicide-murder pact…wasn’t she allowed to have fun if no one got hurt?

Wouldn’t you want to look at that aggravating genius, his stuck-up face. and the way he looked at everything as wanting, and see some genuine appreciation in his eyes?

He had created, by himself, a single song over the course of centuries. So he was a classic artist, but it might endure longer than the both of them. A beautiful piece of music that [Bards] and [Violinists] of future generations might study and despair over and curse him for.

Damn that Rolairenes. The idea made her smile. So maybe Cara wanted to know if she could leave such an impact that the next song he wrote, that came out after five hundred more years—had a bit of her in it.

A bit more pep. A bit more attitude. A name he butchered and thought meant something artistic. She could give him a name and let history, this world of non-Irish idiots, write it down and perform it in front of royalty.

“For my next piece, ‘Suas do Thóin!’ by Rolairenes the Violinist!”

That made Cara laugh as she walked around Menorome, trying to get ahold of her thoughts and ponder what Joeired had said.

“It’d never last. Yoitha, though. Yoitha could live long enough for the two to kill each other. Why would she want to? I suppose he’s got a good face, you wouldn’t get tired of his music for a while, and he’s actually down to do a lot of fun things. But at some point…he’d probably start timing everything. ‘Tonight’s sex night’. ‘You took too long doing your hair for breakfast.’ Unless you could make him break those patterns.”

Then, would he be Rolare? No, Cara had to admit that she didn’t see what Yoitha did, and maybe the Dwarf had just wanted to try, and apologies were in order. But this all went to the bones of something else.

It had never been Rolare. It had always been impermanent relationships she had in mind. There was no way someone with forever to live…or die…could want to have a relationship with a mayfly like Cara.

It was a tragedy already written. She knew it. But still, she thought of Ser Dalius and wondered if it was right to leave.

I couldn’t even hold his hand without getting frostbite. Nevermind. Wistfully, Cara kicked at the street as Menorome began to ignite the candles again. Colorful blazes as the sky deepened to dark—and people recognized her today.

“It’s the Hunter-Singer! Will you be performing again? I bought your song crystal.”

“Oh—thank you!”

Flustered, Cara found a [Shopkeeper] beaming at her. She realized she was down a familiar street when an [Innkeeper], Miss Catorn, came out. The Noelictan woman was beaming.

“Cara, it’s been weeks! Where have you been?”

“Touring Avel and Ailendamus.”

“Fair and fake! Are you too famous for Menorome? There was a time when people would come from other nations to the City of Repose. I’ve heard your nickname, the ‘Singer of the Synphasia’, more times this month than I can count!”

Cara blushed and brushed at her hair despite herself. So the song crystals and Synphasia’s touring was working! Joeired was learning how to advertise her as a personality, as well as her songs.

I should change my hair to something that’s not pink. Then again…it was iconic. This world had a lot of weird natural hair colors. A pink hair, travelling to other kingdoms to perform—but not alone, thanks. With a band or…other Earthers. Like Elena. Even Rolare and Yoitha, if only…

Cara’s wan smile was missed by everyone as they came over, asking if she could sell them a ticket or if she had ‘new’ songs. Cara assured them she did have a few in mind, which was a lie—but she could work on some new ones. It wasn’t like she was actually creating them, so creating a catchy dance number to go with it wasn’t hard.

She actually regained her motivation for tonight’s performance seeing how many people were genuinely interested.

“It’s two dozen new songs, Cara, each one fit to tap your toes. I don’t know how you do it! But they’re all so…peppy.”

“Pop songs, Miss Catorn. It’s a new kind of music. That’s, uh—what Rolare calls it.”

“Yes, well…do you know any slower ones? Something I can listen to without needing to dance or get my heart beating quick?”

And she could start as a pop singer and then transition to slower music, cover the entire field. There had been famous singers before, but they were limited by scope. Cara could steal the entire history of Earth’s music…so long as another Earther didn’t do the same thing.

If they did? We’d at least find each other. What a beacon this might be.

So many possibilities. Clean up the problems with Yoitha and Rolare. Get Seraphel out of Menorome or…assassinate that husband of hers. Oh, and hope Noelictus wasn’t buried under a sea of undead. As Cara was talking, she saw Catorn beckon.

“Get a drink of barley tea for everyone, would you?”

A Helpful Servant came out of the inn, and Cara’s skin crawled. Elena!

She had too many things to worry about. In fact, one of them was coming her way, though Cara didn’t realize what was going on at first.

Menorome was always quieter than regular cities. Even when talking with her, everyone’s voice was lowered several decibels, such that Cara felt like they were whispering after being in Avel and Ailendamus. She’d get used to it, then think everyone was screaming everywhere else.

But she heard a susurration rise into actual voices and even shouts. Glad ones, not from some accident. An entire street of people in their black-and-white clothing halted, turned, and flocked away from Cara.

Towards a real celebrity. Cara’s head turned, and then she froze. Like the Dame of the Hills, but shorter—

A single figure trailed through the crowd, surrounded by guards and servants. Her face was pale, an oval of ill-concealed annoyance, pained smiles, and piercing eyes.

Like it took every ounce of willpower for Queen Cathiel Nicterise of Noelictus not to snap at the people she nodded to. She walked like the embodiment of a wall, her ‘aura’ so powerful that it swept people aside as her citizens flocked to her.

“Oh my.”

Catorn was speechless. Cara was not.

“Oh shit.”

She was suddenly terrified again. But everyone else was delighted. In fact, Catorn went running and called out.

“Your Majesty! Has your season of wrath abated? It is a delight to see you!”

They wanted to see their [Queen]. Real peasant-brained people, Cara would have termed it before coming to this world. However—Queen Nicterise slowed to avoid crushing the people ahead of her. She glanced over at Catorn as her eyes found Cara, and she glared a second. There was no mistaking the look as she widened her eyes a second.

Stay right there.

Cara was turning to run when she felt a hand on her shoulder so heavy it made her stagger. One look and she was grounded, weighed down as if Queen Nicterise were leaning on her.

Oh no, Allorev said she wasn’t going to kill me! But she’s out of the palace to get—me?

Nicterise was speaking to Catorn, her voice still strained to politeness.

“Not yet. I wished to still walk the city.”

“I’m so sorry, Your Majesty…”

The crowd drew back a second, and Cara looked over. There it was again. What the fuck was a season of wrath? And why did they seem so understanding and sympathetic? Was it literally Nicterise claiming she was going to be pissed for months?

Huh. Wait a second…once again, Cara had a vague sense of stumbling onto an idea. Modern medieval fantasy was how she’d term this world. It had glassworks and magic that could make well pumps, but the people also didn’t have running water in almost every place in the world. They were the most behind in medicine and the sciences, actually, because healing potions meant no one knew what the hell anatomy or germs were, at least that she’d met.

If so—

“It will be done with soon, or perhaps the winter will be such. I beg your indulgences until then. Is all well? I have been informed the border is disturbed. Ovela’s skirmishes with Ailendamus escalate. But I have no mind to war. To my understanding, the larders are full enough with the last harvests. No one will starve, and brave Hunters have done good work of late.”

Nicterise did stop to converse with the citizens, and they respectfully clamored only after she was done speaking. Catorn was breathless, like a girl, delighted to speak to her [Queen] and bowed repeatedly.

“Your Majesty, they have! In fact, a group called Huntsong was doing wonders for a month!”

She gave Cara a proud look, and the [Singer] mouthed at her.

No, don’t do it—Nicterise’s eyes brightened a moment, despite her bad mood.

“Truly? A fanciful name. Are they Dedicated Hunters?”

“Yes. Rookies, Convict Hunters, and one Dedicated Hunter. They were well thought of everywhere they went. In fact, one is in Menorome now, Your Majesty…”

Nicterise didn’t pick up on what Catorn meant. She tapped her lips, then her gaze fixed on Cara again and darkened.

“I should like to meet them. But I have another to meet, and I am an unpleasant person to be near, yet. So long as all is well…”

She looked around as if she were holding a town hall, for anyone to vouch their concerns. Most called out it was well, thanking her for coming, asking if she wished to drink or eat or…do anything. But Catorn clapped her hands.

“Could I offer you some tea or a seat in my inn? The Helpful Servants I have make life easier—”

That servant approached with a pot of barley tea. Cara saw Nicterise’s head turn—and the [Queen] recoiled from the Helpful Servant.

“No! No tea.”

She snapped, and the crowd fell silent as she raised her voice. They looked at each other, and Cara realized they had missed why Nicterise was alarmed. She had seen the Helpful Servant and instantly backed away.

They took it as something else. Nicterise caught herself.

“—As you see. I must be returning. I apologize, Innkeeper…”

“Catorn. Not at all, Your Majesty. I hope you feel brighter soon.”

The [Queen] smiled, once. Then she pointed.

“Perhaps. You. Cara. Singer. Come with me.”

Everyone turned, and Cara made a sound in the back of her throat as the guards stepped forwards. Catorn, that oblivious traitor, just looked delighted and clapped her hands together.

“Oh, Your Majesty is taken with the Singer’s songs?”

The [Singer] of the Synphasia had the favor of the [Queen]! Everyone looked impressed. Cara felt ready to run, but it was too late. Nicterise was glare-smiling at her as she beckoned.

“Yes, I have an interest in her. At the palace. She will be attending me, personally, regularly.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck…

An image of Cara being accidentally murdered, head crushed like a grape, thrown into a wall, or just having her neck broken by the absurdly tall and strong [Queen], was in her mind.

Of Mice and Men. That’s how it’ll go, but she doesn’t even like me.

Nicterise had two devils staring out each pupil as she smiled at Cara. One was not enough to contain how much she disliked the [Singer]. Neither woman liked the other, and neither trusted the other.

However, before Cara was towed off to her lucky job entertaining the [Queen], Catorn spoke up, and on her innocent words, so much changed.

“Why, of course you took note of her, my Queen! She’s the woman who served with Huntsong as a Convict Hunter for a month. For—”

She stared at Nicterise and put together why Cara had been convicted in the first place.

“I, uh, am glad she made amends for her transgressions.”

And then Nicterise froze. She stared at Cara, then at Catorn, then at one of her servants, who nodded slightly and stood on tip-toes to whisper in the [Queen]’s ear. That huge woman bent down, and when her head rose, it was suddenly guilty. She gave Cara a longer, now mystified, searching look.

“She worked as a [Hunter]? You? You worked as a Hunter?”

For once, she addressed Cara directly, and the [Singer] replied, a hint of fire in her voice.

“I did. I wasn’t a very good one, but I served for a month killing undead.”

Nicterise’s look of contempt, suspicion, and that wrath upon her changed for a moment, and her eyes softened. The weight on Cara’s shoulder vanished, and the Queen of Noelictus spoke in heavy tones.

“Then, you must be brave to earn their respect. There are few I hold in such esteem as my Hunters of Noelictus. Tireless, courageous beyond all anyone can ask. My weary, beloved Hunters.”

Everyone else fell silent as Nicterise spoke, and Cara was sure they were thinking of Veteran Hunters and unwilling to contradict her. But for the two here who knew the truth…Nicterise beckoned, and this time, Cara walked forwards of her own volition. Because something had changed on Nicterise’s face. Though she didn’t realize it, Cara saw it first.

Her season of wrath had passed for a moment. What that meant became abundantly clear in the days thereafter.

——

The royal palace, the part of it reserved for the royal family, but especially Queen Nicterise, was almost always empty. Even servants were rarer, and the Royal Guard kept anyone from trespassing.

Where the [Queen] went, when she needed solitude, no one followed, even her husband. She walked down the long hallways that had been meant for a great peerage of Noelictus’ shadowed royal family and nobility, now converted into those odd trifecta of rooms.

She came to rest in a room painted to look like one of the fields of Avel in the summer, golden wheat blooming in the distance, green grass everywhere, even a tiny, painted gazelle grazing with its head down by a forest.

A room to make you forget how dark and gloomy it was. There, Nicterise sat as Keeper Liletrec hurried over.

“The [Singer] is here once again. A Calming Tonic, Your Majesty?”

She had a bottle ready. A glowing, amber liquid in blue crystal that made it look vile to taste. To the [Keeper]’s surprise, Nicterise waved her away.

“No. I do not feel wrathful, yet. I was surprised.”

“So long as you do not harm her.”

Liletrec shot back, and Cara thought she had to be an old servant to give back talk to a [Queen]. Nicterise shot her a furrowed glare, and Liletrec found a table.

“I will put it down, just in case. I must see to the young Prince Gedal. He is running around the herbarium.”

She vanished in that odd way, turning in a whirl and her cloak whirling around until it too disappeared. Awesome magic.

Cara was sitting on a huge, oversized pillow of yellow on what she could only assume was imported turf. There was even an ant crawling on her leg, and she realized how much effort it had to be to make a fake room like this.

Another waste of Noelictus’ funds that could have gone to Afiele. She felt the thought, accepted it as largely true, but didn’t get mad. She was more focused on Queen Nicterise.

The woman was sitting there, studying Cara, sitting on another pillow, knees drawn up to her chest. Like some gigantic, staring girl.

By now, Cara was well aware that Nicterise’s aura showcased her power and emotions. When she was angry, it was like armor and gave her the strength to do whatever she wanted. It even made her look larger; Cara imagined it almost like an exoskeleton that gave her the strength to put a hole in a wall if she threw a punch.

However, it wasn’t pressing at her like every other time they’d met. In fact, it seemed gone, tranquil, and the [Queen] seemed guilty.

Three [Servants], all wearing the traditional black-and-white, not the spider outfits, were standing at the back of the room. All female; Cara supposed they were caretakers. They looked concerned and ready to jump in, but Nicterise seemed pensive.

Guilty.

The first thing she said to Cara, directly, without being furious or the two being in the middle of something else like Seraphel’s encounter, the surprise meeting, or the Royal Crypt, was this:

“I did not mean to have you executed. I do not remember saying it. I thought I did not, nor hurt that [Princess] that angered me so. But I lose control and come to my senses only later. If I have done this, I have done this, and it would be my fault if you were dead.”

If this was an apology—it sucked. But it was the first Cara had ever received from royalty, and it surprised her. Nicterise went on, her voice low and strained.

Guilt, on her face, looked like uncertainty. A wide, depthless chasm into which Nicterise stared. She didn’t remember; she truly didn’t. The unnerved look she gave Cara was someone who was not in control. And knew she was not. It was the look Cara had once seen on the face of a novice driver who’d nearly run her over—a terror of someone who had been inside a killing machine swerving without any knowledge of how to stop it. Nicterise continued, eyes searching Cara.

“Allorev should have gainsaid me, even if custom and precedent say he cannot. He is more fit to rule Noelictus. I? I am unfit most of my days. You. I should leave you to my family and Hunters, but I cannot. You are a foreigner, the first to learn Noelictus’ secret who was not part of the Hunter’s Guild or my family. One who met with that Baron of Ailendamus. You could destroy this Kingdom of Shade, as could I. We must be in each other’s company.”

At last, Cara said something. She stirred, spoke faintly.

“I don’t like Baron Digneral.”

Nicterise gave her a long, blank look.

“I cannot tell if you are lying. What would that matter, anyways? A brave, good person can look at Noelictus’ secret. See the face of a Revenant like that one, and call for justice. Perhaps that would be justice. It does not matter your character. I have misjudged you once, it seems. You were a Hunter.”

“Yes.”

“A good one? They said you and a Dedicated Hunter and trainees slew scores of lesser undead. Every Hunter who has done the like became a Veteran Hunter, in time. Haeight, the leader, is close to being a Veteran Hunter. I heard Deilfec mention her as promising; she might make one within the year and learn the truth. She was chosen by Dorikhem. I remember Hunter Dorikhem. He died in these walls, fighting to keep Noelictus’ secret safe. This is the blood in the Palace of Shadows, in stone and the wretchedness crawling in my veins. Do you see it? You are bound to it now, Cara O’Sullivan, and I am watching you because a good, honest person would scream this to the very wind in outrage.”

Nicterise was speaking in a low voice, and her hand passed over her face as the guilt became dread, a pure weight of horror at the memory of what she had seen and countenanced.

Cara didn’t know who this ‘Dorikhem’ was, but she recognized someone in the middle of something. Not once did she feel that rage. If anything—she cleared her throat, eying the servants, who were beginning to look uneasy.

“I—I understand what’s going on, Queen Nicterise. I won’t tell anyone. I understand it might mean the end of Noelictus. Will you let me go to the Synphasia?”

The [Queen]’s head lowered.

“I do not wish to. The instant you flee, I suspect you will send a [Message]. Search her. Take her artifacts. But a Skill can do likewise. Then: shackle her and put her in the dungeons? No. But that is what I want. I fear it, yet I would be relieved the day Noelictus crumbles. Let my death be the end of this painful charade. If only it were that simple.”

Something…was wrong. The servants were whispering, and one spoke.

“Your Majesty. Your aura is…”

Cara jumped, and then she felt it on her skin. Condensation. Water. She looked around, and it was dripping from the walls.

Water, running down and pooling. As she watched, it swirled around Nicterise, and the [Queen] looked around, then laughed hoarsely with despair.

“Oh no. I see it now. My season of wrath has ended, but no spring days break. A season of gloom upon me. Quick, fetch me something to brighten my mood. Or not. It tastes foul, to try and drink calm out of a bottle or sip better days. Nothing Liletrec makes or finds on the market helps anymore. How long until it passes? How long!”

She put her head in her hands, now, the pillows wet with rain falling, the image of fake Avel drowning, the unvarnished paint running slightly as more water collected and fell. Then—Cara sat there, open-mouthed, and realized what was going on.

“What do you mean, seasons? Are you—are you having episodes? Bad changes in mood? Depression? Bipolar disorder?”

She didn’t know what to call it. But the instant she gave voice, Nicterise’s head rose slightly in confusion, and a switch clicked in Cara’s head.

Seasons of wrath. That was what the people of Noelictus knew them as. They were highly sympathetic, more than they should be even as people who loved a monarch, to what seemed like pure asshole behavior at times.

But now Cara remembered it, Nicterise had deliberately cloistered herself here. Her family gave her space, and she smashed rooms apart and—

During the ball, she had recognized how pissed she was and tried to remove herself. Only to explode anyways.

Now the [Queen] was giving Cara a look as sharp as the [Singer] was regarding her, but Nicterise shook her head, and her black hair swung messily as it undid from its braids, fell apart like everything else in the room.

“I do not know these words, but it has been this way ever since I was a girl. In wrath, I make rash decisions and threaten violence. In gloom, I swing to melancholy and worse—paranoia and frights, both real and imaginary. If I am happy, I endanger myself, and it is perhaps worst of all. And some days are fair, and few between, and I long for them. I see now it changed. Take her away. Let her go. I see it was the suspicions upon my mind. Send for Kadane! Please.”

She turned away with great effort, motioning Cara aside, trying to mitigate how she was feeling. The [Singer] stood as [Servants] hurried around, grabbing objects slick with water, one going off to find a tonic and Kadane—and Cara could have left.

But she didn’t. She felt at the huge pillow and heaved it over. It was wet already and sopping wet. Nicterise stirred and gave Cara a baleful look.

“I said go.”

Cara sat right down next to Nicterise and put a hand on that huge arm. Improper, perhaps, but the [Queen] just tensed and listened.

“No. Now I get it. You need someone to talk to you. Tell me more. I understand what’s going on.”

Nicterise’s huge eyes, like drowning spheres of black marble and a forgotten sunlight, fixed on Cara. Hungrily. Her lips moved.

“You do?”

——

Mood swings. Not just for a few hours, but by week, sometimes by year. Cara had never heard of something like this, but she wasn’t an expert medically.

She was familiar with people with depression. Some of her friends, like Sam, had to battle it, and it all made sense.

People of this world sucked at medicine. They had no names for it, and if it was anything like Earth, they’d call it bad humors or call for an exorcist if someone were acting ‘wrong’.

At least in Noelictus, it seemed like there was a bit more understanding, and it turned out it was Nicterise who had done most of the work.

“You do not need to be here. Go, go.”

The first time she tried to get Cara to go was with words. Then she got up and pushed Cara towards the door.

“My servants deal with my seasons. You cannot stop this. A [Thought Healer] could not when I was a girl, and I cannot trust any these days. No tonics to cure it, only alleviate symptoms. My class and nature are twisted by it. This is a waste of time.”

She pushed Cara out, locked the door with her fantastic strength, and went back to sitting in the rain now falling. She could call rain, real rain, not even magical drops like Cara’s song, out of the air. Her aura was making the moisture condense, and the air was humid; she was soaked in her black dress. Nicterise sat as someone fetched her a glowing tonic. She stared at the bottle in her hand until the patter of rain on her head stopped.

“Hm?”

She looked up, and Cara stood over her. With an umbrella. The [Singer] tossed a towel on Nicterise’s head and realized it barely covered half her shoulders.

“Wow, you’re a big weed, aren’t you? Do they grow ‘em all as tall as you?”

The [Queen] stared at Cara a long moment, then sighed. Without a word, she let Cara sit.

“Don’t you need a change of clothes? More towels?”

Cara hinted at the [Servants], who looked embarrassed, but Nicterise just shook her head.

“Why bother? The rain pours and pours when my aura calls it. I shall ruin this dress, but not try to keep dry.”

“You let rain beat you? Bloody hell. I live in the nation of rain and muddy shite roads, and it’s better than this. Hey, can I get six more towels? You don’t have to deal with this. What if you…got a magic ring?”

Nicterise frowned at Cara, but the [Servants] ran off to do Cara’s bidding. The [Queen] sounded peeved as she snapped back.

“I have done this for decades, brat. You think you can undo my season of gloom?”

“No…but I recognize someone who needs help. I have a friend who gets like this, and she refuses to eat or do anything but sit in front of a computer and sulk. Or drinks until she pukes. I hope she’s okay.”

Cara hadn’t thought of Sam for months and felt so guilty—she began tousling Nicterise’s hair.

“Have you had anything to eat?”

“I am the [Queen]. I can eat when I want. Stop that.”

“Have you had anything to eat?”

Nicterise was dead silent, and a servant gasped.

“Her Majesty didn’t eat breakfast, but I thought someone brought—”

Cara rounded on her.

“Well, go get something to eat!”

“I do not want food made by the [Chef]. She is resting. Do not bother her. That is a royal command.”

The Queen of Noelictus sulked, throwing what she thought was a wrench in Cara’s plans. Little did she know that the Singer of the Synphasia was even more annoying. Cara pointed at a [Servant].

“Run down to a street vendor if no one’s in the kitchens. I’m hungry, anyways. Get me something, please. And are there rings of…waterproofing?”

“Here, Miss!”

A [Servant] dashed back with a ring on a pillow, and Cara saw there were two. The [Servant] offered one to Cara, who put it on and felt the rain stop pelting her. A little bubble appeared, shielding her from the falling water, and she offered one to Nicterise.

The [Queen] ignored the ring until Cara cleared her throat. Then Nicterise turned her head and glared.

“Girl. Now you are getting on my nerves despite my gloom. Why should I try to fight what will not be beaten? This is not an army you can rout or a river to cross. It is a time, a season, and it passes without regard to anything you or I can do.”

She was right. Cara knew, from experience, you could not out-smile a bad moment. She knew how insidious and unfair it was, how it could make someone you knew entirely unpleasant, how they could lash out, and it was half their fault, half not.

She put one hand on her hip and held the ring out in front of Nicterise’s face as Cara pursed her lips.

“Oh, I know it’s bad. I can see it. You’re absolutely right. You’re helpless to do anything when you’re like this. You should just sit here for months while mushrooms grow out of your hair. In fact, nothing you do matters—which is why you have all these rooms and systems to fight back and take control, right? Putting this ring on and at least being dry and not-sick is useless. Same as not starving yourself.”

The servants were giving each other private looks of delight, and one with pale yellow hair was biting her fingernails while giving Cara encouraging nods. Nicterise sat there a long moment—then snatched the ring.

“Only my family is allowed to speak to me this way. You are a foreign commoner.”

“As if I care. I bet you’re speaking bullshit too. You don’t actually seem to be a [Queen] who stands on titles and ceremonies. Come on, up. You’re still in wet clothes.”

Momentum. Once you got them off the floor, proverbially or not, you had to keep them moving, getting the vomit off them in a shower, food—Cara badgered Nicterise to her feet, and the [Queen] stared at a [Servant] with an armful of towels.

“This reminds me of Liletrec when we were young. You’ll get tired.”

Just because she said that, Cara spent the next twenty minutes moving Nicterise around from room to room, herding her towards the royal chambers and shouting as the [Queen] halfheartedly changed into other clothes.

She shared a suite with Allorev, but there were more ways for her to cloister herself off. There was a bed for Nicterise and Allorev to share—and two more for the two to sleep in separately if they had to.

A real way to keep relationships stable. Cara wondered what would happen if Nicterise rolled over on Allorev in her sleep. Anyways, when the [Queen] emerged with a gown of sea-blue on, she looked marginally more happy not to be wearing wet clothes—and determined not to admit it.

Rain still fell around her, and she nodded to it as servants hurried to remove everything that could be affected by water.

“No control. If you hail from Desonis after all, that kingdom of miserable rain, you should know the Bedtime Queen has more control of her nature than I. She uses it as a secret weapon. I? I cannot even control my aura. My class is crimson. Do you know what that is, Cara? Red Skills.”

Cara blinked.

“No. What’s that?”

“Red Skills. Blood Skills. They appear as crimson in your mind. Sometimes unwanted. They give great power—but trade it, unlike most other Skills. Mine came to me when my mood swings grew worse. The Hunter’s Guild makes great use of them. The ‘indulgences’ feed each Hunter’s power. Strength from gluttony. The power of wrath.”

Deilfec’s eyes. Cara shivered, recognizing the Deadly Sins now that they were named.

“Is that what they have to resort to?”

“Yes. It was not so a long while ago, but in our desperation, we have turned to every resort, and this was not even the most dire of ideas. We are contaminated by our dealings in our attempts to curb the undead. You, now knowing this, should rightly despise Noelictus. So again—”

“Oh, look. Food’s arrived. What’s this? Meat buns? Looks amazing. Let’s have something to eat.”

Cara ignored Nicterise, and the [Queen]’s mouth stayed open as Cara hurried over to a panting [Servant] who’d run down and bought vendor food. The [Queen] looked so offended a second as Cara turned back—and then she laughed.

It was more of a bark, but it did come out.

“Singer. You’re not quailing in front of me despite how I tried to execute you and harm you—twice! Nor is my aura working…why?”

Cara blinked. And she realized it was true. Even the [Servants] had gone maudlin and, if not sulky, resigned to the new mood. But Cara had deliberately made herself brisk and upbeat.

Her [Actor] class, perhaps. Or experience doing this.

The presence of an unaffected person seemed to be helping. Because Cara rushed Nicterise out of her rooms before the carpet within could get entirely drenched, and then they were sitting outdoors on a huge balcony with a tremendous drop down to the courtyard below, one of Nicterise’s favorite hangouts.

The rain would have been cold given the late fall and early winter, but the bubble shields protected both as Cara held up hot, black as night steamed buns filled with minced meats, still steaming. Nicterise folded her arms, and Cara didn’t even try to tempt her.

She just started eating.

She hadn’t had food since breakfast given how upset she’d been, and so she began wolfing down the steamed buns.

“Oh, it’s so good. Does this have something sour in it?”

“It said it was a ‘fish sauce bun’. From Izril. Gnollish fish paste.”

“Shemae fiss pashe? Rum!” (They make fish paste? Yum!)

Cara reached for another, and Nicterise picked up the steamed bun and eyed it. She cracked it open, inspected the steaming insides, then took a bite. She chewed thoughtfully, then took another bite. And a third and looked displeased the bun was gone.

For her, it was less of a mouthful, and Nicterise reached for another. It turned out to be spicy, and she coughed.

“Water. Please. Thank you.”

She said please and thank you! So did Allorev, and Cara, despite herself, appreciated that someone like Nicterise still bothered. That wasn’t even a royalty thing, more of a ‘person who has everything’ who eventually realized there was no need to be polite and so forgot.

Nicterise, for her part, didn’t like the spicy bun, but ate it and began hunting for another fish paste bun. Cara could still feel her aura pressing down, like stage-fright, only a sense of apathy, but she kept herself fighting it.

“There’s no more fish paste buns.”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I could get more?”

A [Serving Girl] almost hopped up and down, and Nicterise stared as Cara showed her a very vegetarian bun and one filled with melted cheese she was enjoying.

“I will have more of those. And some goat’s milk. Please. I am hungry.”

That probably meant dozens of buns, and the girl raced away looking so happy that despite herself, Cara smiled. Nicterise looked extremely annoyed, as if she didn’t want to admit she was feeling better.

“You are a strange girl, Singer Cara. How have you met someone who has their seasons?”

“It’s pretty common. Lots of people get sad. They just don’t know they’re suffering from something. Are you sure there’s no medicine or…did you say [Thought Healers]?”

Nicterise shrugged moodily.

“They failed with me before. My seasons are stronger than most. It is a rare class, and I cannot talk about…why I feel anxious or upset. The secrets of Noelictus. As for medicine, Liletrec brings me what she can and has learned to make potions, but they have lost efficacy. I took them all my life, and a resistance emerges to healing potions or any other form of alchemy.”

“Damn. Well—I’m glad I understood what was going on. Your people do, but I didn’t get it. It would have made things so much easier if I did.”

Nicterise was nodding along with Cara and closed her eyes.

“My people are too kind. When I first admitted my weakness—they embraced my seasons. They are so fiercely protective of me I could not show my face for months, but I received letters encouraging me. I am—not going to weep. Damn this season.”

She struck the table, and it nearly flipped, and Cara’s chair jumped. She knocked against the balcony railing, and Nicterise steadied it.

“I am sorry. You see why my season of wrath is so dangerous? You are still not necessarily safe. The seasons can change like a pernicious storm, and you are in danger, in my company.”

“Have you ever hurt someone?”

“Never intentionally. But it has been close, and I have ordered things—this is why Allorev must take the throne. The Landsreight is aware. Other nations…simply know me as the mad queen. The Queen of Faces. Nicterise. And Allorev is still that flirtatious King of Hosts. The Spider Princess, my daughter Kadane, and I have heard Seratoito referred to as the traitor of the family. The black sheep. What will they do to young Gedal?”

Nicterise’s face was bleak, and Cara didn’t know how to talk her out of that one. And the woman who appeared like a displeased show, the masked owl Liletrec, was also in agreement.

“Your Majesty is eating? Good. Though common fare. Gedal will not be spoken of illy. His playmates do not respect Noelictus’ crown. This palace is not fit for him. Fostering in Kaaz was suggested.”

“Allorev said that? Perhaps. Kadane might flower there too. Liletrec, this is Cara, who seems determined to ‘help’. You know each other?”

“I have observed the messes she made and—danger she has put herself in. What is your will, my Queen?”

Cara couldn’t tell if Liletrec sympathized with her or disliked her. Nicterise grew gloomy again, reminded of her failings.

“Treat her with respect if she returns. She is to be trusted, I think. Not the woman I thought of her. Did—I take you away from your work? You are a performer at the Synphasia, and I have not heard it spoken of since Barelle.”

She frowned, and Cara looked up.

“I think the manager, Joeired, wouldn’t mind, given it’s a royal invitation. I can go back in a few hours, but do you trust me enough to let me leave?”

Liletrec eyed Nicterise, and the [Queen] glanced up and looked at Cara as more sour fish buns appeared. She seemed mystified, gratified, and something else that ended with ‘ied’, but she shrugged.

“I no longer look at you as a liability. If you were a Hunter, you understand. If you are a decent woman, you see the peril. The reasons why Noelictus is what it is—you may learn. What else is there to say, but trust or watch you with eyes unblinking?”

“That is my job.”

Liletrec commented, and Nicterise nodded.

“Leave Noelictus’ palace as it remains. It is not always well, but it will continue…”

Her face twisted.

“…a little while longer, all things willing. Perhaps that is all that can be asked for.”

What a gloomy take on a kingdom from a [Queen]. Now Cara saw why, she wiped her mouth on her arm and then smiled at Nicterise.

“I understand, now, why it is what it is, or I’ll ask the rest. But since I get it—I’ll swing by each morning and the nights I don’t work, how about that?”

Nicterise paused with a bun raised to her mouth, and Liletrec stirred. Both older women frowned at Cara.

“What?”

——

Cara O’Sullivan was a flea.

A pest.

An immortal dustmite, the eternal bedbug. No matter how many times Nicterise shouted at her or ordered her away, she popped back into the royal palace.

Worse, the servants seemed to like her. Liletrec did not care for Cara, but each morning, the [Singer] would turn up, often with a basket of something she’d bought from the street vendors that she fancied Nicterise would like.

When the [Queen], annoyed, pointed out she’d grown up in Menorome and knew all the delicacies far better than some foreigner, Cara asked if it tasted like she remembered. Which meant Nicterise had to, of course, have a bit to eat. Then she realized she was being tricked into eating breakfast.

One time, she was so enraged she threw an entire hamper of food so hard at the wall she cracked the wicker basket into an explosion of wood shards. Cara did run as Nicterise threatened to toss her like that.

But she never did, and Cara popped back up that afternoon like a wart on the ass. It got such that even the rest of the royal family started to notice her around.

“Mother, do you mind Cara? The Singer? She’s always here, and it’s surprising given your…season.”

They were all having some of Allorev’s noodle soup, except for Nicterise, who was scowling at the bowl.

“My season is sullen storms. Fury and sadness. She calls it depression. She is an irksome louse. I blame Allorev. She reminds me of him, always coming by.”

“She’d better not be courting, Cathiel. Or I’ll have to start brushing up on my poetry.”

Everyone laughed at that, and even Nicterise had to smile. Allorev looked so serious when he said that—then he turned a grin to the others—then sombered.

“Ovela’s getting worse. I hear the Baron has begun a push like no other. The Twins are on the back foot—worse, it seems Duchess Grishen, Princess Seraphel, and the new Lord and Lady of Afiele are trapped in the Ovelian Keep.”

“Damn. How many irregulars?”

Seratoito swore as everyone sombered. Kadane squeezed Gedal’s hand, and Nicterise listened gloomily. She knew most of the politics and goings on, but she did not trust her opinion. It was a mark of how Allorev had convinced the Landsreight he could be trusted, and of their opinion of Nicterise, that they let him rule so much as a foreigner.

“None of the odd ones, Seratoito, but I fear Digneral doesn’t need them. We must be poised to contain them at Ovela.”

“And let them have a keep? They could sweep in—”

Seratoito objected, but Allorev’s voice was cool.

“That would be war. And I am unwilling to commit the Hunter’s Guild, so armies surrounding Ovela is the most I can commit to. I trust it will not come to that. I hope Ailendamus is not aiming at Noelictus’ heart.”

“And if they are?”

Cathiel whispered. Allorev looked at her and hesitated a long time as he swirled his noodles around.

“Then, my dear, we are in trouble. But if they are so committed, we have been in trouble, and this will not change it. If that makes sense—there is a world of ills to wasting lives at Ovela. If Ailendamus invades, Noelictus’ woes become their woes. The continent’s woes. Better that than forcing our people to fight a war and the undead.”

This…made sense, actually. There would be some irony to the Kingdom of Glass and Glory overrunning Noelictus only to find millions of undead pouring out of the tombs. That gave Cathiel Nicterise some dark schadenfreude to imagine.

Yet it made her feel helpless and incompetent, and she confided in the one person she could. Which wasn’t Liletrec, but surprisingly, Cara.

——

“I have the power to end Noelictus. Everyone with the secret does, but mine is more direct. Do you fear me, yet? Why do you keep coming around?”

Nicterise snapped at Cara as the [Singer] sat in one of the waterproofed rooms as rain fell. Cathiel was reading a book, and Cara was on some glowing device, mouthing words and working on a new song.

She was actually exceptionally annoying if you were trying to concentrate and noticed her tapping her foot or nodding her head to the beat. But she was becoming a fixture at the palace.

Royal confidant by day, singer by night. Nicterise had never actually heard Cara singing. She’d asked Liletrec to find her a song crystal, but the recording hadn’t done much for her in her bad mood.

She was feeling murderous today. An unreasonable anger at anyone and anything. Knowing she was angry helped her identify it, but she was still just…mad.

It didn’t feel right. Sometimes she feared she would be angry forever. When that bright day did come, when all was well, she would smile and forget, a moment, how terrible this was…

Cara glanced up, and she had a toothpick she was gnawing on.

“…How can you end Noelictus? Besides telling everyone and getting a crusade coming at us?”

She seemed to be trying to humor Nicterise, or treat her like a real person. The [Queen] smiled grimly. Today, she felt like looking like a monster.

“I could unseal the Tomb of Afiele. Truly unseal it. I heard it was warded once more, closed. If I but speak the command, I could make it rise. I could order Fiskren’s doors swing open and call the ‘glorious armies of Noelictus’ forth. As my forebears once intended. Name a province of Noelictus. Where would you like to see oblivion come from?”

The toothpick stopped in Cara’s mouth.

“None, please. How are you feeling today?”

“How do you think?”

There was an urge to pick Cara up and snap her neck. Just break it. Hurl her corpse off the balcony and be done with all of it. Or walk to Ovela and show that Baron a proper war. Even if she died, spitted on pikes—

The season grows darker. A spinning hurricane, and I am becoming a pillar of flame. Stop it. Stop it—

Cara studied Queen Nicterise uncertainly. She seemed to sense how agitated the [Queen] was.

“Do you—want to go for a walk? Exercise?”

“I should like to murder you. Everything feels worthless and unimportant. My court, those fools who screech for Hunters and know nothing. And him. That prancing fool.”

“Who—oh. King Itreimedes.”

He was back, and it seemed partly for another vacation, partly to observe the worsening situation at the border. Nicterise’s eyes were flinty, and she spoke.

“He has ever known a peaceful kingdom, blessed by a relic from the days of the Hundred Heroes, complained to me of his many beloved servants and his boredom. He calls upon Menorome as a friend without arrows for us, and I see his contempt of me.”

“He’s…not that bad a man, I think.”

“At this moment, I would see him dead. Strangle him. I—”

She stood. She needed to break something. They had once tried to give her undead, or even, lately, suggested she take out her furies on those deserving of it. A heinous prisoner.

She had told Liletrec no. That was a dark path. But she was pacing, pacing, and Cara followed her down the corridors. They both heard Itreimedes’ loud laughter coming from the Court of Dusk.

She was going to go in there and scream at him, or worse. Nicterise just knew it, but she couldn’t keep herself away. Like someone touching an open wound—she was on the warpath, and Liletrec and her family were not there.

Stop me. Some part of her did want to be stopped, and when Cara grabbed her arm, even the snarling Nicterise just lifted her up.

“Do you want to die?”

“Nicterise! Don’t go off—I know he pisses you off, and he should! Let me—let me perform something, how about that? You’ve never heard me sing.”

“Sing? Do I look like I’m in the mood for a song?”

She almost shouted back, but Cara’s face was desperate.

“Just stand there, and don’t go into the Court of Dusk! I’ll do a performance, and if you don’t like it—come out swinging! Deal? But I hear you, girl! I get what you mean about Itreimedes. I have just the song for him.”

Because she was curious, Nicterise lowered Cara down and folded her arms, breathing hard.

“Show me, then. And if I don’t like it…”

Her rage was already subsiding, though she didn’t admit it, as Cara brushed herself down, checked her phone, then went running into the Court of Dusk. There was a place Nicterise could peek from the upper balconies, and she saw Cara hurry into the court and find Allorev on her throne.

This did remind her of the old days. It used to be Liletrec who’d come around and talk her down, but the Keeper was so busy with the newborn Gedal, and…and they were all wearied from so long of this.

Just like her parents, someday Nicterise might be found dead of stress. That thought made her bleak as she saw Allorev glance up at her—then lift a hand for silence.

“It appears we have an unexpected performance by the Singer of the Synphasia. She has decided to dedicate a song to His Majesty, Itreimedes, King of Bows. To greet Avel’s royal court.”

The nobles in the court looked up. They had not been happy, and Itreimedes’ appearance hadn’t been exactly helping. The King of Bows looked a bit thinner than Nicterise remembered him last.

Had he gone a-hunting? Well, he brightened up as Cara walked to the center of the room. A number of nobles were alarmed, like Duke Fiskren, who had every right to think Cara was a persona non grata, and he glared at Seratoito as if suspecting the [Prince] had arranged Cara’s return.

No one would think it was the [Queen], arms folded, glaring down from the shadows overhead as Cara spread her arms, then bowed.

“Your Majesty of Avel, I am delighted to welcome you to Menorome! Your Kingdom of Avel was beautiful when I visited it, a sight beyond compare for relaxation and hospitality.”

Nicterise’s teeth ground as Itreimedes laughed and waved at Cara, clearly liking this. The nobles of Menorome were also visibly annoyed, but it was a constant comparison.

Bright Avel with its frank folk; gloomy Noelictus. Cara paused, and her face grew grave.

“I also appreciate His Majesty’s presence given the many stresses of his life. So I’d like to dedicate my newest song to King Itreimedes, who has taken many of the world’s woes upon his shoulders.”

“Here, here!”

King Itreimedes was alone here, and he clapped and glared at his royal court, who eyed Cara with frank disbelief. He felt like this was accurate—no one else did.

Nicterise’s lips twitched a second. Woes of the world? She knew Cara a bit by now, and that sounded like pure sarcasm. She suddenly had a sense that Cara understood her frustrations and leaned forwards, despite herself, as Cara closed her eyes, producing a wooden…microphone from her belt pouch. She held it up, cleared her voice.

“A song for the hardest-working [King] of Terandria.”

The annoyed Court of Dusk finally caught on. Still, Itreimedes didn’t get she was being ironic until that last part. He frowned, and Nicterise clearly heard his voice.

“I don’t know if I’d call myself the hardest-working [King]…I do take vacations for my health. Work smarter, not harder, you know—”

Cara began to sing, raising her voice and holding a single word as Nicterise listened to the [Singer] for the first time. She’d heard a few songs that had drawn her out of hiding the night Cara had performed with Seraphel there, but this was a different kind of song.

“My~ grandpa fought the Goblin King! He was such a noble dude. I can’t even finish school. Missed my mom and left too soon. His dad was an adventurer. Who fought monsters so violent—I think I bored my therapist while playing him my violin.”

Wait a second. Nicterise was listening to the lyrics—and that didn’t sound like praise. In fact, Cara was using her [Lesser Illusion] Skill. Nicterise saw a tiny, infinitesimally small violin the size of a bird appear around Cara. Then another.

And another. Then, Nicterise began to smile.

——

King Itreimedes was closing his eyes, nodding to the song as if thinking of Curulac of a Hundred Days or regretting not fighting the last Goblin King, Velan the Kind. He nodded along to the part about the adventurer; [Kings] of Avel had been famous bowmen, and [Princesses] had fought alongside Dragons.

The song was sort of upbeat and cheery, even funny, but it was all—what was that part about a violin? He cracked one eye open and saw them flying around Cara.

Then she winked at him, and the [Singer] vanished. In her place was—

King Itreimedes was standing with microphone in hand as tiny violins flew around him. She even lowered her voice an octave, and the King of Bows gave the audience a sad face.

“Oh, dead gods, that’s so insane. Oh, dead gods, that’s such a shame! Next to them, my shit don’t feel so grand. But I can’t help myself from feeling bad—I kinda feel like two things can be sad!”

A chorus of voices joined in. And each one sounded a bit like Itreimedes! Now, the one-girl band was a performance of King Itreimedes in three positions; one was on a guitar, the other was playing like Rolairenes—but he had one of those tiny violins.

It was about at this point when Itreimedes suspected he was being mocked. He glanced over and saw his Minister of Defense was on the ground. The red-faced man seemed like he was having a heart-attack as he clasped at his chest. But he was actually trying not to laugh.

It came out with a hundred voices as Cara winked, then, looking like King Itreimedes, clasped her hand to her chest.

“The world’s smallest violin really needs an audience. And if I do not find someone soon, I’ll blow up into smithereens and spew my tiny symphony—just let me play my violin for you!”

She began playing the drums on her thigh, mimicking the music in the background of the song. The circlet-crown on her head slipped off and rolled to the side as the Court of Dusk began laughing uncontrollably.

King Allorev did the best. He was turning his head, covering his face, and if you didn’t look at him suppressing his shaking shoulders—

“Wait a second, this is slander! I’m being made fun of!”

The King of Bows howled, but it was too late. Cara had taken the Court of Dusk and walked them straight into a comedy. All the outrage of the nobility had turned to hilarity, and Duke Fiskren was spraying a mist of wine out of his nose as he laughed.

The Court of Avel was even worse. There was not one of them on their feet, and worse—it was a catchy song. As King Itreimedes stood there, he had a terrible realization.

Cara’s songs are popular. They’re made into song crystals. This is a great song. It’s going to be all over Avel, and it’s about me.

How dare she? This was so hurtful. He began getting more hurt than he was angry, but the [Singer] turned back into herself midway through the song. Itreimedes was about to stride over and halt the music—when she began singing straight at him.

“Somewhere in the universe, somewhere, someone’s got it worse. Wish that made it easier—wish that I didn’t feel the hurt. The world’s smallest violin really needs an audience—”

He saw her looking at him, and for a second, the laughter died down. The audience looked up, Cara met Itreimedes’ eyes, and he realized—she did get it. She got him from their meetings, all the way down to singing this song.

That was why it was so funny. Not laugh-out-loud funny like the start, but the King of Bows began smiling. Then he laughed and tapped his foot, and Cara did a stupid dance as the song reached the end.

When it was done—they were shouting for an encore, and she gave them a bow. Itreimedes ran over, and before she could look apprehensive, he grabbed her, swinging her around in a huge hug, all while laughing.

Look at that. Even some of Itreimedes’ most diehard detractors had to admire a [King] able to laugh at a song meant to skewer him. So that was why people liked him.

But that wasn’t the best part. You thought it was—and King Allorev was smiling in relief when he heard something from the balconies.

It was laughter. His head rose, and his smile turned into a shocked face—then he beamed as every head turned, and Queen Nicterise clutched at her chest.

She laughed almost uncontrollably. Her season of wrath shivered—then faded—and the Queen looked down and laughed as Itreimedes recoiled, then waved.

“Cathiel! You heard that too? I have a song about me!”

The Queen of Noelictus just kept laughing, and the Court of Dusk looked up—then a storm of applause burst out, and Cara took another bow upwards. Then she began her first encore of the song.

That was how the Singer came back to the Court of Dusk. By the end of the day, the word was in the streets that the Synphasia’s performer had made the Queen of Noelictus laugh. That was the day the royal family truly began to appreciate Cara.

Only one person was upset. But that person didn’t need laughter from Nicterise. Her stormy days had to continue. But the [Singer] had brought calm. Like the eye of a hurricane.

Curse her. Worse? She could do it again.

——

When Nicterise realized Cara could sing—or rather, sing songs she might like—everything changed.

To a moody person like Nicterise, it made sense that music would speak to her, but it was very difficult for her.

Unlike the modern world, you had to send for a performer, and she was often too angry to want to have someone come in and perform for her.

It was also about trust, and since song crystals were a new idea…

“There are relics that have music in them that play themselves. Enchanted trumpets and whatnot. We do not have any. Nor do I wish to pay a fortune for them. You, though…how do you come up with so many songs?”

“They’re not mine. I’m just copying them.”

“Ah. Well—sing me a song. A sad one. No, sing me the song Gedal was humming. He does not sleep well because he goes abroad, then comes here where we sleep in the day. In fact, someone fetch Gedal.”

The little [Prince] and his mother were obviously family, but she tried to avoid him when she was in this bad state. She didn’t want to show him her raging or melancholic sides, so when he ran up, beaming, only Liletrec noted it was past his bedtime.

“He shall sleep, Liletrec. Singer Cara will sing him his favorite song.”

So, Cara sang I Don’t Want to Live on the Moon. Nicterise listened to the lyrics, and rain pattered over her head as Gedal yawned—and she held him a while until Liletrec reached out. Then, reluctantly, Nicterise gave the [Keeper] Gedal to let rest.

“You must trust her a lot. Does she wear the mask all the time?”

Cara eyed Liletrec as the woman vanished, but Nicterise shook her head.

“She uses it—it has the power to let her move around unseen, and she loves Gedal. She has raised him as much as Allorev or I. Liletrec has never wed and served me since we were children. So I am glad to see she cares so. I wish I could be a better mother, but I am an unworthy one. So too to Kadane and Seratoito. Kadane is so miserable, and Seratoito…already, Gedal is bullied.”

Now she was gloomy again. Rain began pouring down, and Cara tried to cheer Nicterise up. But the perfidious nature of Nicterise’s moods meant nothing ever worked the same way twice.

“I don’t want to be cheered up. Unless you have something to sing that neither makes me feel worse nor makes me feel like you are trying to paint a smile on my face, begone.”

She was snapping at Cara, but after about a week of the two interacting, Cara was comfortable enough to grab the bull by the horns. Which, in her case, meant jabbing Nicterise in the chest.

“You don’t have to wallow. Let’s play a card game, or—”

The bull lost its temper, grabbed Cara, and held her under one arm.

“Away. You are beginning to overstep your bounds.”

She might have been having fun with Cara. The shouting [Singer] tried to wriggle out of Nicterise’s grasp, so she couldn’t tell if the [Queen] was smiling. Even if she wasn’t, it felt like Nicterise was being playful instead of dangerously physical.

They were arguing when Nicterise passed by a couch, stopped, and Cara looked down. They stared at a passed-out [Princess] sleeping in her dress, two wine bottles rolled under the couch, one half-empty.

“Kadane.”

The Spider Princess woke up, saw her mother, and turned white with shock, then red with shame. And Cara saw that Nicterise wasn’t the only one with problems.

“Mother! Singer—I was just sleeping. I was—”

She tried to kick the wine bottles under the couch unobtrusively and ended up spilling the half-full one everywhere. Kadane looked mortified, but Nicterise just shook her head.

“It is fine. I have my poor weathers, and you…you are a [Princess] of Noelictus and bear this burden with us all. Try to sleep in a bed if you can.”

She struggled with saying more, but turned, Cara still under her arm, and Kadane’s flushed face screwed up with pain.

“I’m not useful like Seraphel. You could marry me off, like her. The worst that could happen is someone will divorce me, though you’ll have to pay them to take me.”

She looked so upset saying it, and Nicterise whirled, dropped Cara, and strode over.

“If someone demanded a ransom for you, they would be unworthy. Who said that to you? A lady of courts? I will find them and exile them from the kingdom.”

“N-no one said that!”

Kadane turned pale, but Cara didn’t miss the look of gratification as well as shame, and—she got up.

“Who said it? We could humiliate them in public, too.”

She didn’t try to rein Nicterise in. If anything, Cara approved of the mother’s defense of her daughter. Kadane looked from face to face and tried to flee. But her mother just grabbed her hand. She squeezed, gently, and Cara noted how she could control herself.

“Cara. Weren’t you going to sing me something? Go ahead and sing a song for us both. Something good.”

——

That was how Cara ended up with a challenge: performing for the royal family. It was harder than it looked.

Kadane liked pop. Nicterise could get into it, but the entire family didn’t have the same reaction some of Cara’s fans did.

Some people like Violetta or even Seraphel could hear a pop song and have it take them into a new world. They could hear the music and get lost in it.

The royal family of Noelictus tapped their feet, but didn’t groove. They nodded, but didn’t get lost. Yet there were specific songs that they seemed hugely enamored by.

World’s Smallest Violin was, shockingly, one of them. Cara had put it down at first to the fact that it had been about Itreimedes and funny, but she did some thinking as Nicterise ordered some vendor-food and sat a protesting Kadane down.

The mother and daughter were a bit like strangers. It seemed Nicterise, in her bad seasons, didn’t like interacting with Kadane, and it was not hard to see why. Kadane was on edge, probably remembering past attempts where one or the other had exploded and left rifts.

It wasn’t as if Kadane were the most stable or healthy. Yet…neither Allorev nor Nicterise openly reproached her for her way of life.

True, letting her drink herself into oblivion on couches wasn’t exactly good parenting, but there was no shaming, Cara realized. She could have used more of that herself.

Now, what song would be good for them…? Cara thought for a second as she considered Noelictus’ courts: straightforwards and even biting. Allorev had claimed Cara wasn’t into her music, which hurt.

A song I like, then, which is true. Okay. What about her favorite band? As it just so happened—Cara had a song that might work like it had on Itreimedes. Hopefully, Kadane wouldn’t think it was aimed at her.

But it was about her. Cara poked her head out from behind some curtains she was using as a privacy screen.

“I’ve got some music for you. But if you don’t like it, just know it’s not an attack, Kadane. Alright?”

“Don’t throw things. I’ve got it. Why would I be offended? Wait, is it about spiders?”

Kadane hesitated, and Cara had to fight off the urge to sing the classic ‘Spiderman’ song. Maybe it’d make Kadane feel better about her powers?

Anyways, Cara found what she wanted: a coat rack that Nicterise had smashed. She brought it out and pointed at the jagged top roughly at head-height.

“Does anyone have any glue or string? I want to put my mic on it.”

“It’s not even enchanted.”

Nicterise had no idea why Cara loved the piece of painted wood. Cara retorted.

“It’s for how you look. And if I make a real one, it’ll make my performances better. Glue—oh!”

Kadane pointed a finger and shyly webbed some sticky silk onto the top. She blushed as Nicterise turned and averted her gaze from Cara.

“I know it’s gross. Sorry, I just—”

“That is so fucking badass and cool. There are children from my country who would die to be you. Adults, too.”

Cara put the mic on the stand, and Kadane’s head snapped around. She looked at Cara, wide-eyed with outrage, thinking she was being made fun of. Then she looked incredulous and hungry to know more.

Nicterise sat up, but Cara had her song, and she closed her eyes. She could sing two versions, but which would be better? Acoustic or the full thing?

Full. You do acoustic for someone who appreciates it. She loved having multiple versions of a song to pull from. Her favorite band, incidentally, was one she’d drawn from before.

Arizona. Though you spelled it A R I Z O N A.

She took a breath and hoped they liked it. Or it would really hurt her feelings.

——

King Allorev was apprehensive as he checked the calendar and realized today was a red-letter day. Potentially. Otherwise, it was another notch in his stomach-ulcers, another failure.

Time would tell, but he was pacing around the palace, hoping for inspiration. In fact, he had a mind to talk to Cara about her questions regarding Noelictus.

There were things he could clarify, and it wasn’t as if he could prepare any more. Allorev needed to be charming, scintillating even, and he realized he had never followed up with Cara about that odd language she’d spoken.

On the off-chance it was the right one…

He found Cara by her voice. When the King of Hosts arrived, he saw, to his astonishment, he was the last one to arrive.

Well, it was late for Prince Gedal, who kept ‘normal’ hours by other kingdoms’ standards, but Kadane, Nicterise, and even Seratoito and Agshiga were present, the latter two drinking water. And listening. But Kadane was nodding to the beat, and Allorev slowed, listening—and began to smile.

What song would the royal family of Noelictus like? What spoke to them?

If your answer was ‘something spooky’ or dark music, you were an idiot and had judged them purely on their appearance. Same for the pure energy and pop of the outside world. If that was what they craved, they would show it in how they aspired to be.

What they craved was what King Allorev had said to Cara, what they liked in World’s Smallest Violin. Something genuine.

Cara was standing in front of her improvised microphone stand, holding it as she looked around the room, emoting casually. She put two fingers to her brows, stepped back, and shook her head. Walked backwards a few steps. Singing.

“Sometimes I can’t tell if anybody really even likes me

I shouldn’t care, but I still do and that’s a little frightening

Maybe it’s all in my head, maybe it’s me instead

I shoulda stayed inside, I never shoulda gotten outta bed.”

Allorev looked at Kadane, and the Spider Princess was nodding. Then the King of Hosts looked at Cara, and a genuine smile spread over his face.

She sang it with the confidence of someone who had laid in bed too many days. He listened to the lyrics—and saw Seratoito smile crookedly. Even Nicterise was nodding.

“Must be nice to not have to think twice ’bout everything always

Not being afraid or if I shouldn’t say, yeah, I miss the old days.”

Cara paused, tapping her head, looked at Allorev, and smiled. He stood there, and he liked this music. Slower. Yes, she was doing a slower, thoughtful rendition that didn’t make him want to dance. He just wanted to sit and nod, perhaps in a nice bar.

That was his kind of music.

“‘Cause I smoke when I drink, and I drink when I think

On top tonight, but tomorrow I’ll be back at the bottom

It comes and it goes, but nobody knows—”

Kadane was nodding a bit too hard. Cara was unapologetically placing a hand over her heart, a song for Noelictus, for the royal family.

“‘Cause I hide it, yeah, I’m fitting in, but I got problems.”

For anyone. When Cara lowered her hands, the royal family applauded. Even Seratoito. King Allorev was the loudest.

“Now there’s music. You could have become Kaaz’s greatest singer with that. We’re all egotistical lions over there, but you’d have them bawling into their drinks and apologizing with that.”

“Hey, a fan! It’s my favorite band, you know. The ones who wrote this song.”

“Well, give me more. That’s a royal request. Please. What’s the name of this one?”

Allorev took a seat and almost forgot his upcoming trial. And Cara’s smile was the hugest yet.

“Problems. I can do a slower version, too. Let me hit you with another.”

——

Finding out King Allorev was a fan of her favorite band instantly made her like the [King] more. The rest of his family were hit or miss on some of the other songs, as you expected from a group. Not every song hit you like thunder, even from the best bands.

Except in this case, where Cara loved practically every song this band had come out with, and anyone who denied their genius was a hater who didn’t see how famous they were going to be.

The irony was that she didn’t even know most of their songs. They had released a lot of songs in 2016 to 2017—but some of the new ones she had discovered with the power of her Skill and flipped out over.

The fact that King Allorev wanted to hear every single one and began discussing the lyrics with her and asked to know about the band’s members and their inspiration was amazing.

In fact, he was taken with the entire thing, so much so that his wife, daughter, and son all actually left after an hour and a half. Allorev and Cara ended up in his throne room, the Court of Dusk having emptied.

They didn’t always hold court, so the huge room—with giant spiders hanging above and building their webs—felt totally deserted. Allorev was sipping from one of those slime puddings while Cara enjoyed her just desserts: a soothing sweet tea for her throat.

“Yes, they’re a new band—from my home. I’ve introduced everyone to them, and they speak to me.”

“To me as well. That line about hiding, fitting in…I have met countless dissemblers and cunning men and women, especially in my class. Royalty who are as miserable, insecure, and afraid as anyone else. But the crown confers this perception that we are more than mere people.”

“Heavy is the head that bears the crown or some shite?”

“Weight is not impressiveness. But the image matters, at least, according to some of my peers. King Reclis du Marquin. Seraphel’s father, and Queen Ielane. Do you—know them?”

Allorev grew pensive a moment, and Cara hesitated.

“Seraphel’s…mentioned them in passing.”

She never called them ‘mother’ or ‘father’, and Cara wondered how much she should say. But Allorev’s face was a huge grimace that suggested he knew more than Cara.

“Keep this between us. Then again, I have told my family openly and honestly about—Seratoito. We’re gossiping about the Calanferian royal line. Do you want to join in?”

“Don’t you have a date with a spider?”

Cara thought that was the most aggressive attack yet as the [Prince] strode across the throne room, and Allorev’s face fell—but Seratoito walked over, and Allorev murmured.

“Not yet. Reassure me. I’ve told you about Reclis and Ielane. I used to travel endlessly, and I do whenever Nicterise is well. I know more royals than…well, I was the [Prince of Hosts]. You could be more charming, Seratoito.”

He looked at his son, who didn’t seem to take after him. Seratoito was overweight, and his blond hair with its gel and his look of perpetual disdain made him unlikable.

Cara didn’t have a read on Seratoito. Of all the royal family, she understood he was pretending some parts of his personality, but he did seem genuinely disdainful.

“Pass. To hear you say it, those two deserve each other and are more unpleasant than one could bear.”

“Why? I thought they were political figures.”

Allorev drummed his fingers on his throne’s arm.

“The King of Diplomacy and Queen of Radiance. Though in Ielane’s case, that’s an old title that doesn’t fit her. Having met them and known them…I feel for Seraphel. They arranged the marriage to Lord Fallien, and it was for the good of Noelictus and Calanfer—but that was her third marriage. If she divorces, likely they’ll marry her off again. Reclis thought of the good to nations, and I doubt he consulted his daughter once.”

“That crownfucker.”

Seratoito smiled at Cara’s outraged look and insult. Allorev just looked bleak.

“He…is a man who believes in ideas. He believes in the need for a [King] to rule. He is an idealist, even. Ielane is the one who scares me, of the two. They make for a good couple, even if Calanfer is mostly a political giant. But I couldn’t, in good conscience, call them good parents. Their daughters—they have seven and three sons—are all like Seraphel. If anything, she’s rather functional despite what she’s been through.”

“The Cursed Princess is the most stable of the lot? I’ve met Shardele the Radiant and Menisi. I could see that. I’d hate to meet the rest.”

Even Seratoito pursed his lips sympathetically. Cara looked uncertainly between the two.

“How bad are the other lot?”

Allorev glanced at Seratoito.

“If you use this in your power games, we will war, my boy. There is impoliteness and impropriety, and repeating my comments even as your own is not to be done.”

“No promises, Father.”

So they did disagree, though they were more civil than their public relations suggested. The two bristled at each other, and Allorev broke the stalemate to address Cara.

“It’s somewhat common knowledge. Their eldest daughter is addicted to Dreamleaf. It’s a mild drug, but she took it because it was so stressful living up to Ielane’s expectations. The second daughter tried to rebel, and Ielane married her to the most unpleasant suitor she could. The third is Aielef, and she played the good daughter; she’s rather miserably married to some Kaliv fellow. Seraphel has been married three times, each to a man who I would not marry to Kadane. The fifth…a girl who will never become a [Mage], even though she’s more talented at magic than statecraft. What’s her name, Seratoito?”

“Vernoue.”

“Yes. The seventh is a child, so she’s not gotten any quirks, but I happen to know the sixth [Princess], Lyonette, has run away from home. She’s rather unpleasant, I must say, and I hope she’s found. But it speaks to how miserable the lot is. Many royal children grow up like that.”

And Noelictus is better? Cara almost said that, but then she glanced at Seratoito and thought of Kadane and realized that sounded better than the [Princesses] of Calanfer.

“What happens if the 6th Princess, Lyonette, dies overseas?”

“Perish the thought, Seratoito.”

“I’m just curious how her parents would react.”

The [Prince] raised his brows, and Allorev sat there. His head lowered.

“…I am sure Reclis and Ielane would grieve. He is still a father, and he’s quite—but they would put a body double up. They have, already. If he thought his daughter was better suited married, he would keep the ruse up until…it does sound dire to speak of him like that. And I am no fan of how he regards Noelictus. You see, Cara—”

He raised his head, looking tired.

“—If you want to play the game of faults, most of us can point a finger at someone worse than us in some way. Itreimedes, for all his foibles, is a straightforward man without skeletons in his closet. The fact that he could laugh at your song about him is proof of that.”

Cara digested their conversation as Seratoito chuckled at the memory for a moment, and her response had to burst out of her.

“What a miserable life you all lead. I’ve never liked royalty because I felt like there was so much you could do and don’t—and that royalty feels superior to everyone else. But you are—miserable people. Who would want a life like yours after all?”

Allorev chuckled as he sat back on his throne. But it was Seratoito who fixed Cara with his pale, sharp gaze and responded.

“Opportunity, of course, Singer Cara. Do you think I could marry a woman like Agshiga if I weren’t the [Prince]? I can do things only a [Prince] can get away with. Many would die to be like me. Speaking of which, I have Seelthru to meet with. Good day, Father. Luck with the infestation.”

He smiled and turned, and Allorev frowned after Seratoito, then shouted at his son’s back as he strode away.

“She would have liked you even if you weren’t a [Prince]! If you wanted to be liked, you could—Draugr damn it, there he goes. He takes on too much, that boy. He could have been a great [Prince]. Look at him now.”

He turned to Cara and sagged tiredly, like any father who saw his son’s potential yet unrevealed to the world. Cara, for her part, appreciated how real Allorev was. Maybe being a famous, flirtatious man who’d seen so much grounded him. Maybe it was personality? Maybe it was Kaaz, or living with Cathiel, however they’d met.

Maybe it was fucking luck. Yet Cara did like the royal family. She just had one question she had to ask.

“King Allorev…can I ask you a real question?”

He gave her a weary nod.

“I was thinking now was a good time. Go on, ask. I’m sure you’re dying to know. You can ask Deilfec too, by the way…though she’s likely to snap at you.”

Ask Deilfec? No thank you, I’d rather crap my pants. That’s what’ll happen anyways. But it did dovetail into Cara’s question.

“Is…I understand the undead are rising and have been for millenia. This has been a slow decline for reasons unknown; more and more waking up. And the ghosts, except for Dalius and Afiele’s, never showed up.”

King Allorev sank into his chair heavily.

“Yes. The ghosts. Dead gods, are they actually real? I fear their arrival just as much as I hope for it. Cathiel, too.”

“Why? Surely they’re a good sign?”

Allorev gave Cara a hoarse laugh.

“Well, it makes everything going on seem—twisted. We tried to keep the tombs secure because we were promised the dead would one day defend us. Now, here they are. Have we failed the other tombs? Has something gone wrong? Will they judge us? Rule us as they did in aeons past? I feel like a child being inspected on my work. Though the task was impossible, and I had no guidance…”

So that was why he feared summoning them to court. They would come, sooner or later. Cara saw him glancing at a timepiece, a magical clock with the sun and two moons on it that told time. At least time was consistent to her world; it was almost six o’clock. Late for most of the world, but early for Menorome.

“I have—something to do very shortly, Cara. I don’t want to rush you. But that language you spoke. Was it used in magic or do you have a few words you could teach me?”

“What, Gaeilge? I doubt anyone here uses it, honestly.”

Then again, if ‘Drathian’ languages were what she had realized, a mix of some Asian languages, maybe it was useful. Allorev sagged.

“I suppose it’s only useful if I master it. Very well. Ask, ask.”

“You…it’s about the tombs. And the system that’s in place. Let’s assume there’s no war with Ailendamus. To my understanding, Noelictus has been doing this for generations.”

Allorev was peering at the ceiling, and Cara shuddered as a huge spider lowered itself and he patted a feeler.

“Thank you for the moral support, Hixtec. But you had better go. This is Hixtec, Cara. A rare male who’s not been eaten yet. Spiders are cruel, and my friends above—well, I introduced them to the Court of Dusk. Another eccentricity by me as a [King], one supposes. I had good reason at the time. To your question about our issue, it’s only gotten this bad of late. A thousand years ago, it was barely more than a royal secret, a problem that required a tenth of the Hunters sworn into secrecy to monitor the tombs. Why?”

That made sense! This rapid-ish escalation of the stakes accounted for why things were so dire now. Cara doubted Noelictus could have endured a thousand years of this, much less the ages it had existed.

“Well—I know Deilfec and the Veteran Hunters hold the line. I’ve seen the Royal Guards, and you’re keeping a lid on it—but this is a pot ready to blow. Put aside me learning the truth. How long can this continue?”

King Allorev did look at Cara, then. And he nodded.

“Well seen. The Dedicated Hunters like Haeight get worked to the bone. The Landsreight grows restless. I have to throw them concessions, weaken the image of the crown and strength of it. We bleed our appearance for the public…and might all be worse whenever I am replaced. That’s why you ask, yes?”

“Yes.”

Something had to give. She refused to believe the Hunter’s Guild and Allorev were that stupid. He was glancing at the clock now, but he was speaking to Cara. Urgently, with a relief of someone wanting to explain.

“You will have to go and not come back in about five minutes. Just find Nicterise or leave; she refuses to be anywhere near here. To your question, Cara—when this first got bad, my predecessors tried to keep the status quo. They were all sons and daughters of Noelictus. Then—it got bad, and terrible deals were struck. One of them…was completely insane. But I have inherited them. I took this entire mess on, as did Deilfec. But I am less…fond of Noelictus’ history than my predecessors.”

He looked guilty at this, and Cara realized this dovetailed with his fear of the ghosts. Allorev lowered his voice, though absolutely no one else was in this room. Even the Royal Guard had stepped back, Cara realized.

Why? Allorev’s eyes flickered to the clock.

“I have ordered the Hunter’s Guild not just to subdue tomb after tomb—but to destroy all the remains of the undead they put down. Destroy, Cara. I know it is the magic of Noelictus. But by the time Kadane or Seratoito or Gedal is called—this kingdom may be breathing easier. A bit! But each time a body is put to the torch for good…”

One less would rise. Ah, now Cara saw it. The Hunter’s Guild was buying time…to slowly wipe Noelictus clean of its magic and the undead that would threaten it. Allorev looked guilty, but he sat back and fiddled with something he pulled out of a bag of holding.

“If we could endure three generations, this issue may be solved for good. But it is dire and hard and—and there is a cost to even enduring. A—”

He looked up. Then at the clock as the shadows darkened in the room. Cara saw the lights, always on, flicker out, and the spiders chittered, and a shudder ran down her spine.

What was that?

“The clock’s off. Get out of here, Cara. Run. Damn—I have to get ready. [Charming Presence]! Where’s my Elixir of the Silver Tongue?”

He fumbled the vial out, and the silver liquid illuminated his suddenly worried, stressed face as he gulped it down. Cara heard him muttering Skills.

“[Intractable Statement]. Save that one for—Cara, this is dangerous. Exceedingly so. Go!”

She felt a familiar crawl on her spine, as if something were walking up it. The air grew heavy, and Cara recognized this feeling.

Oh no. Not again. But the final piece of the puzzle…of course. Her feet moved towards the stairs, then Cara forced herself to halt.

She couldn’t say anything. Allorev ignored her until he saw her standing there.

“Cara!”

“Your Majesty. Let me stay. You should let me stay.”

That was all Cara was able to say. She couldn’t tell him why, but the King of Hosts paused. He stared Cara up and down, and whatever he saw made his restlessness, the fear and trepidation on his face, give way to hope. He sat there a second, then nodded.

“Stand by me, then. My aura will protect you. Make no promises. Be very, very careful. This is a rare chance, and I cannot squander it.”

She hurried over. Instantly, she felt Allorev activate his aura, and Cara turned—and decided she understood how he’d charmed Cathiel.

She wondered what Nicterise’s and Allorev’s positions on polygamy were. For a second, Cara was utterly charmed by the King of Hosts, and then she shook herself, gave Allorev a wide-eyed glance, and decided it was good he didn’t use his aura except in cases like now. He didn’t even look at her. He was leaning forwards, then adjusting his posture, smiling, and staring at something on the floor.

The sigil of Noelictus. In the empty Court of Dusk, silence reigned, and the shadows were almost absolute. Cara could see nothing, even from the hallways, only heard Allorev breathing, saw a few sparks of magic from his crown, the throne, his ring—but even magic was dimmed here.

In the darkness, even the spiders overhead seemed to have fled and gone into hiding. But then…in the place where the seal of Noelictus had been glowing ever-so-faintly, the magic vanished. Absolute darkness.

Then…Cara saw an eye open on the floor. Vast. Orange light shining through rings of black immortality, lashes of black fiber, an eye in the floor where the seal had been, staring up. Up—as Allorev shuddered, and someone walked out of that eye, ascending the rings as if they were steps.

For the greatest monster Cara had ever laid eyes on, for the legend that put any other to shame—the woman known as Belavierr knew how to make an entrance. She halted as she strode into the Court of Dusk, and Allorev rose, slightly, and swept her a bow.

“Belavierr! Stitch Witch! Spider of Terandria, Witch of Webs, Temptress of Dragons, Threadspinner, the greatest of [Witches] to walk our waning world. Welcome once more to the Court of Dusk and the Palace of Shadows.”

He smiled at her, sweat beading on his forehead, and Cara locked eyes once more with one of the architects of Noelictus’ state. Not of the dead, but of the misery, the secrecy.

Belavierr. The woman walked forwards, glancing at Cara.

“King of Noelictus, I have come per our pact. Once per year, as the moons twin first amidst winter’s snows. To renew our vows of secrecy. To speak of aught that concerns our deal. This time, I have questions.”

“And I—welcome that, for I have questions as well.”

Allorev’s voice faltered, and the Spider of Terandria peered at him. He kept his voice composed, smiling—but she didn’t so much as move that blank face of hers. Not contemptuous, not even impassive. Just disinterested.

It felt like Cara’s heart had stopped. She was striking her chest, trying to breathe, trying to get it to work—and the woman looked at her.

“Be this woman a consort of yours? A part of our negotiations? Ah…I see my thread upon her. Perhaps we have met. It matters little. I have great questions. Shall we begin?”

Allorev’s eyes snapped to Cara in sudden alarm, but her face was just as confused. Then she realized, to her outrage and disbelief—

Belavierr didn’t even remember her! The Witch of Webs stood there, in the court, and looked so bored of it all. Yet she was here, and one thing made her frown. Something had awoken her from her slumber.

Strange mice in her dreams.

——

“Mice?”

It was the first question she asked Allorev as Cara stood there, piecing together what this meant. She felt him shuddering in Belavierr’s presence, felt his fear, dislike, even hatred—concealed by his smile.

He was a master. If Cara wasn’t in his aura, watching Allorev, a trained actor, she would have never guessed the depths to which he abhorred Belavierr.

In fact, it even seemed to work, because the [Witch] nodded.

“Yes. They scurry around. Strange mice, nibbling at my magic. I have noticed holes in my craft. Six…? Yes. Six naughty mice. Whose necks I shall break and flesh I devour. They walk across your lands, yet I cannot hold you to account, King of Noelictus. Answer me if you know them.”

Her eyes were glowing, and Allorev looked plainly puzzled.

“I know them not, Witch of Webs. We have spoken honestly and plainly these last two and a half decades. Surely some trust is merited.”

Belavierr paused a long moment.

“We have known each other for three generations in this pact, King of Noelictus. You speak…ah. You speak where I listen to the throne. Before, it was the Queen of Noelictus. A different name. The same presence.”

She didn’t remember him, either! Allorev’s face twitched, and Belavierr’s eyes seemed to focus on him.

“Oh. You. The charming voice of late. The Queen you were screamed, Ruler of Noelictus. Screamed and wept and wasted this meeting’s time. You are indeed more pleasant.”

“Do you know my name, Belavierr? Surely it would help to speak more frankly. I know yours. I am King Allorev.”

He spoke, and Belavierr did not smile or move or react to it.

“King of Noelictus, you have always been the same as when we struck this vow. I need not smile for it to remain so, if that is your fear.”

“Ah. But if I were to wish to amend the deal struck? Or strike a new one?”

Her eyes. Her eyes. Cara felt nails digging into her eyes, and Allorev reached out and snatched her hand down. She had been about to—

The rings had no end. They spiraled down, down, like the actual depths of hell, and Cara felt like her soul was being dragged out of her into that pit. She was shaking, and Belavierr’s voice filled the air. She didn’t know how Allorev even managed to say anything, or think.

“I am sated. I have no deals to strike save three: the location of my daughter. The knowledge of the mice. Or the possession of those ghosts.”

Allorev inhaled sharply. Cara’s heart suddenly constricted. Dalius! She was after—outrage forced aside horror in an instant.

“I know not of your daughter, Witch Belavierr. I have searched mightily for her, but few can find her. She travels unscryable and undetectable by any power.”

“I made her hat. Then the mice.”

Belavierr’s face didn’t move. Allorev shook his head.

“No mice, either. Six? If you refer to Ailendamus, perhaps—?”

“They walk in my dreams. In the lands of the dead, I think. Nibbling at my power. I have hidden it, now. But they have taken it, and I will have my vengeance.”

Her eyes did blaze, then. Yet when Allorev and Cara flinched, she regarded them and shook her head.

“The King of Noelictus has some claim on the dead. The lady of the lands of Afiele refused my offers. Will you match my price?”

Never! Cara wanted Allorev to shout that, but the [King] paused.

“…Will you consider an amendment to our contract? I last proposed to you a relaxation on the terms of the Guildmistress of Noelictus. For how many ghosts would you agree to a redress of the fifth clause of our contract?”

Cara turned, grabbing at him, and he shoved her away. He was desperate—but Belavierr just tilted her head a moment and shook her head.

“No. The contract pleases me. No.”

“Not even for—”

“I offer you two hundred more of my puppets to guard your throne.”

Her puppets! The Royal Guard! Cara clung to Allorev, and he hesitated only a moment before slashing the air with his hand.

“I do not need more puppets. Will you hear me out? Stitch Witch, I would like to renegotiate. And surely you might hear out a change in some clauses.”

He came down from the throne, smiling, stepping towards her. She was as tall as Nicterise, almost. Her hat was huge, her eyes…she stared down at the King of Hosts.

“Your charms are a feeble trick, King of Noelictus. Why would I hear a change in a contract struck to the very marrow of the Kingdom of Shade? It benefits me little to change. What could you possibly offer me?”

Her words were suddenly venomous, a roaring whisper that made Allorev stagger. But he looked determined as he caught himself.

“—Do you not wish for your daughter’s safety? I could order safety by every rock and tree of Noelictus! By every citizen who draws breath! Once you find her, would you have her be royalty? Your daughter could be a [Princess] of Noelictus. What mother does not care for her daughter?”

Then Belavierr hesitated. She thought, and Cara thought it was the first time she actually engaged with Allorev and studied him.

“Intriguing. My daughter is disobedient and lost. Perhaps when she is found. I care for this conversation little. Nothing shall change, and I take my leave, King of Noelictus.”

“Then if not her—what if I offered your Helpful Servants endorsements, the rights to work in other kingdoms!”

Belavierr was turning away. She was disinterested and replied without looking around as he labored to keep pace. She was walking slowly, but carried along the Court of Dusk so fast Allorev couldn’t match her.

“Each contract is to be struck with the land and rulers itself. Your words have no power.”

“Then what if I offered you a haven of [Witches]? A royal key to Samal that your servants might work there? My [Hunters] to guard your shops?”

Belavierr’s foot stopped as she walked towards that eye. She hesitated, a foot on those stairs, and looked back once. Allorev’s face was smiling, desperate, and she seemed to hesitate one long second—then looked ahead.

“Something strange comes with the ghosts. I must go. We shall return to this discussion when next we meet, King of Noelictus. As for the girl…”

In pure desperation, the King of Hosts spun and shouted.

“What have you done to her? Yes, I demand answers as [King] of this land! At least to know the deal!”

Allorev looked at Cara. Belavierr was walking down now, and her voice had a tinge of annoyance.

“A minor deal not worth remembering. [Singer]…yes, a singer whose tongue was bound and a fate delayed. A woman of no consequence. Find me my daughter. The pact—”

The eye closed, and her voice lingered in the court.

“—remains.”

——

Afterwards, Allorev returned to his throne, but was shaking, so drawn and pale that Cara began shouting for a servant once her voice returned. They ran in with restorative drinks and food, but he took nearly thirty minutes before he could even speak again.

When he did rouse himself, he struck his throne so hard he bruised his wrist, and a giant spider descended.

“Toxivichere!”

He hugged the spider with one arm as the servants and Cara backed away, then he swore.

“Poisoned swords, I nearly had her! I tried, Toxivichere! [A Spider’s Accord]! I thought it maybe worked on her—you saw her hesitate when I threw those offers out? I should have led with those, but she goes so fast—that was the first time she ever stopped. She only respects actionable things. I need to…review…”

He put his head in his hands, thinking.

“[Moment of Fascination] failed completely with the key to Samal. She must have one better than even a King of Noelictus. She liked the Hunters and [Witch] haven more…but Witch Eloise was right. She doesn’t care enough to even bargain. Damn. I knew it wouldn’t work—and she doesn’t remember me! So I’m not even close to building rapport!”

Allorev covered his face in despair. Cara found her voice.

“You want to be friends with her?”

The servants were shuddering, and even the spider queen looked unnerved. The gigantic Dreamcatcher Spider seemed freaked out about Belavierr—and she was a spider that could eat Humans like Cara and Allorev for breakfast.

He hung his head, petting Toxivichere on the head.

“It’s all I know, Cara. Call me an idiot. Call me a fool, and I am one. But it’s the only thing I can do besides supporting the Hunters. I thought I could charm her; I’ve charmed every being I’ve ever met, but even with practice and support—I am worthless after all.”

He looked beaten down by failures, and finally, the last part clicked. Cara saw Toxivichere, and she’d heard how Allorev had kissed her and, of course, the rumors about Kadane. But the giant spider simply seemed fond of Allorev, like a pet.

“You…you were practicing on the spiders. Is that why they’re here?”

His head rose, and he gave her a surprised and gratified look.

“Yes. The court thought me mad, but I wondered if a woman referred to as the Spider would have an affinity. The Skills do work on her! She’s part story—and she commented once when she saw Toxivichere that it was ‘interesting’ I had one’s friendship. So—”

He gestured at the webs overhead, and Cara was dumbstruck. Spiders! Webs in the royal court, all to hopefully get an ounce more respect from…

A yearly meeting? The King of Hosts was trying to renegotiate whatever deal Belavierr had! The Royal Guards, Deilfec, it was all related.

Cara would get to that in a moment, but one thing came out of her in an instant.

“So you’re not railing a spider?”

Allorev spat out his drink, and the servants clapped their hands to their mouths. He coughed, turned to Cara, and he almost guffawed. Then the [King] put his head in his hands.

“Oh, that rumor. I deserve it. But poor Kadane! If I had known—this is every reason to despise me worse than Reclis or Ielane, Cara. I swear I didn’t know, and they meant well.”

He raised his weary eyes to her, and tears leaked out as he spoke of his daughter, with the powers and look of spiders. Cara realized…

No. Of course not. She waited as Allorev sat there. Miserable. His voice was like a confession as he wiped at his brows, removing makeup and the magic he had tried to use on Belavierr.

“When first I thought of my plan, I ventured out and met Toxivichere. I tried to gain their friendship, the Dreamcatcher Spiders, to help my kingdom. And I did. Toxivichere is not a lover; she’s simple, eats her mates, and I think of her as a protector of my children and court, but no more.”

He patted the Dreamcatcher Spider’s head, and she moved her own mandibles around as if agreeing. The great, furry spider rested there, and Allorev sighed.

“I didn’t realize it when Kadane was born. They thought of it…I don’t understand Skills. I don’t understand, but I have [Natural Ally: Dreamcatcher Spiders]. It did not come for Gedal, because I begged them and the world not to. But Kadane? They thought it was a gift, I think.”

Oh no. No. Cara’s heart sank, and she saw it before he spoke. Allorev spoke each word sadly.

“[Gift of Friendship: Aspect of the Spider]. I would have given it to myself if I had a choice, or turned it down. But it passed down as a Skill that Kadane’s had since birth. I have told her to blame me. It’s my fault.”

More tears leaked from his eyes. That was the King of Host’s despair, his goal and, as he sat here, his regrets for trying and failing so long. He wiped at his face.

“Look at this fool, Cara. I fancied I could charm a legend. I was wrong.”

——

There you were. The truth was almost completely in Cara’s hands. She just needed a few more pieces to understand everything.

Belavierr, the Spider of Terandria, was a legend as old as Dragons. In fact, Dragons were considered largely extinct in the modern world; she was still around.

You could find her name in books. But it wasn’t easy; you had to go into the back shelves of the royal library, or one of the bookstores in Menorome that Cara found, to the books that were decaying with age despite preservation magic on them.

It wasn’t always as simple as finding a history book, either. Cara found her first reference in a record of adventuring stories called Tales of Adventure and Woe…Edition #24,730, a relic that the [Shrouded Librarian] threatened she would hurt Cara for damaging.

There was a reference in one of the tales to a brave warrior who lost a fight with a ‘pack of Manticores’ and, as they lay dying, encountered a [Witch]. For a price, they were given a second chance and became a Named-rank adventurer, a famous one.

Of course, this was a tale of adventure and woe…the entire story was less of a tale of heroism, and actually a redaction. After a brief summary of their heroism, the passage read:

“We of the Collective of Damesein Quills would like to formally apologize for our works relating to ‘Adventurer Nobyled’, formerly known as the Named Adventurer Nobyled the Bloodless, Giantsward of Delve. Every current edition containing his story has been formally recalled or is in the process of being manually redacted.

We trust this tale will serve as the only recollection of him that is required and remind our readers that this chronicle details great adventures, the best and absolute worst of them. We will not put down further names to ink for fear for our readers and ourselves. Sincerely,

—The Collective of Damesein Quills, undersigned by Etritheart, [Guildmaster of the Fabled Word]”

That was the first reference. When Cara started figuring out how to find the others, she got spooked. It was never her name.

It was like people were afraid to write her name. It was always ‘a [Witch]’, but they described her in no uncertain terms.

Orange eyes, black rings, tall as someone with Giant’s blood, and always wearing a huge hat and robes of almost-black color, the faintest shade of blue, a master of thread and needles.

It wasn’t always as a ‘Human’ either. Sometimes she was a Stitch-woman, a half-Elf, a Drake—she appeared, made deals, and things happened.

Good. Ill. Children returning to life. People accomplishing impossible deeds like slaying a Dragon. Kingdoms succumbing to rot.

Rituals.

This was unbelievable. It would be like…like…well, there were no immortal legends on Earth. But even by the fantasy standards of this world, this was someone who had done it all.

And she had made a dark pact with Noelictus. The Royal Guard, the Helpful Servants—all her creations. Somehow, she was responsible for the Kingdom of Shade not being overwhelmed by undead.

But the cost—the cost was her apparently having the run of the Kingdom of Shade, the Helpful Servants, whom Cara now suspected to be entirely her work and untouchable by Allorev, and perhaps, simply the fact that Belavierr was allowed to exist.

She had a warrant in every single nation over a thousand years old. But they too were buried deep, old records that no one remembered.

‘Wanted: The Witch of Webs. Dead. One million gold pieces and any object from the vaults of Manus. Addendum: no longer extant. Bounty rescinded.’

‘NOTIFICATION OF PENALTY. Any individual caught conspiring with the [Witch] known as the Spider will be put to death, regardless of station or merit, while within the domain of the Iron Vanguard. RECLARIFICATION: Bounty will apply to all further contact, not extant individuals. FURTHER CLARIFICATION: Penalty has been redacted by order of the Adamantium General.’

Down, down, and down the lists of her crimes went. If people had known she was alive, few kingdoms in Terandria would have let her exist in their borders. Cara’s blood ran cold to read some of her crimes spelled out in details she wished she could unread.

And Allorev and Nicterise had given her suffrage?

At least there, Nicterise could tell Cara the truth. She was doing better, it seemed, though her tempers still came and went. But Belavierr’s name was a chilling influence even on the hottest of the Queen of Faces’ rage.

“We made no pact. It was my grandfather and the Guildmaster of the time. In desperation. This…is a new arrangement. The Hunter’s Guild was close to being overrun. The indulgences were her idea. Red Skills. Quick power. The secrets that make the Dedicated Hunters so upset and strive harder—her idea.”

What a cruel system. Now, Cara understood. It had always seemed needlessly cruel, even after she learned why Haeight had been kept in the dark. Why not tell good, loyal Dedicated Hunters rather than let them despair or plot rebellion?

Well, they wouldn’t level as hard, duh.

Queen Nicterise clearly feared Belavierr as she paced around her inner rooms, having demanded to know what Cara had seen. She didn’t expect much, and the fact that Belavierr had listened to Allorev’s offers at all surprised her.

“He has tried for decades. He will never get her to agree. She is wily. We keep her secret, and some kingdoms would destroy us just for harboring her so long. Kaliv let her in, now we. She worms her way into our hearts and sits there, eating. If this Kingdom of Shade is freed of the undead, she will be the second needle we must pull.”

“Is—is she why you have mood swings, Nicterise?”

Cara was worried that was why. Another deal gone bad. But the [Queen] turned, and her smile was sad.

“No. She offered to fix me, once. I have never been so afraid, because she tempted me. I was born like this. But I believed she could take away my seasons for good. I was afraid, Cara. Afraid what it would cost. I have seen her deals and the penalties for breaking them. But I would take her by the throat if we did not need her power—”

Her hands opened and closed, then she sat, heavily, and looked at Cara.

“You learn too much, for a newcomer.”

“I’m a nosy prat. I always have been. And with all her help, keeping the Royal Crypt contained is still what takes up most of the Veteran Hunters’ time?”

“The Deathhunt. Deilfec. She could have given us armies, but it cost too much. My ancestors gave away more than they should have. Don’t speak of her. Never say her name. She listens. Cara. Sing me a song of better days?”

Then Nicterise laid down, murmuring. Cara had seen Allorev shedding silent tears of frustration and grief on his throne. The [Queen] just looked tired as she laid down and Cara sat there, and Nicterise murmured as she closed her eyes.

“I stood in other nations as a girl. A desert so vast I thought it frightening, without end. The walls of First Landing, a year before the Goblin King broke them but failed to take the city. Such beautiful places, of sunlight so bright it scorched my heart, pride of Izril. Seas vast and colorful. Noelictus, though, I still loved. My gloomy kingdom filled with quietus and starlight. I wish it could be untroubled.”

If the undead weren’t the threat that occupied the Hunter’s Guild and they could be spared to roam the countryside properly. If the gold that Noelictus was bleeding made the walls higher, brought the glowing candles and magic of Menorome to the countryside.

Cara thought she could see it. Instead of impoverished Afiele, a regal Lord Lantal, a street hung with candles and safety in the darkness. Men and women walking through fields humming with Violetta’s music, darkly sarcastic, nocturnal and proud, grain overflowing from tall silos like towers rising out of pale soil into the bright night.

“Someday, the Noelictus of old will come again. We were just born to harder times. If only I were the [Queen] fit for it. Do you hate us, Cara?”

The [Singer] bent over the [Queen], drifting away, and thought of the royal family.

“Hate you? It’s hard, Nicterise. Kadane, Seratoito, Allorev, you—and Gedal. You’re not very good monarchs. I’ve heard you should have Skills that make your nations rich. Allorev flirts with spiders. Kadane’s a drunk, Seratoito’s untrustworthy, and you’re kept by your seasons.”

The Queen of Faces opened one eye, not flinching away from Cara’s commentary. The [Singer] caught her breath and felt a catch in her throat.

“—I think you’re still a wonderful family. Despite all the hardship, you eat together, and I’ve only ever seen Kadane screaming at Seratoito once over him stealing a hairbrush.”

“That boy cares for his terrible hairstyle more than she does. And?”

The [Queen] almost smiled, and Cara shook her head.

“You would be the best family, a gloomy, crazy, charmingly dark television show. The people of my home would love you. You’d be wonderful honorary monarchs, if the kingdom was run by better laws and governance. You shouldn’t be royalty. But I do like you.”

Ah, that was how she felt. Nicterise stared up at Cara, almost offended. Then a huge smile spread over her face.

“I think that was a great compliment. Though I cannot fully understand it. Some day, you will tell us where you come from. Kadane is trying to figure it out, but I will wait.”

She closed her eyes as Cara caught her breath. Then the Queen of Faces fell into a slumber, and she looked peaceful for a while. That was the Palace of Shadows, to Cara, and the royal family. People who, again, she couldn’t bring herself to really hate. Just suffering their own circumstances. She felt like she was earning their trust and trusting them.

Then, the conflict at Ovela turned into a full war in all but name. The Baron reached the Ovelian Keep—was beaten back, and a report rang through the Court of Dusk that soldiers of Noelictus had entered the Kingdom of Glass and Glory and burned a path straight across the lands.

Then the ghosts came to the capital, and Cara saw Seraphel, Culin, and Sasi again.

——

Yoitha Sterngest and Rolare hadn’t seen as much of Cara the last week and a bit. The [Singer] was almost always at the palace if she wasn’t rehearsing or performing.

That was obviously important, and the Synphasia was abuzz about the prospect of getting royal favor. However, even Joeired couldn’t get anything out of Cara about what she was doing. Singing, probably.

The Dwarf and half-Elf were endlessly curious, but the rift that had opened between the three kept them from being able to ask. It wasn’t as if Cara had ignored them, either.

She had made peace with Yoitha two days after the hammer incident. But it was, like the border with Ailendamus, more of a strained ceasefire than anything else. The Dwarf had agreed to eat meals together, but she’d been flat about Rolare.

“I’m not talking to you right now. Let’s just pretend that nothing happened, and we can be civil and practice music. Okay? Good.”

Like a bunch of quarreling [Smiths] could put aside fights and get to work in sullen silence, she would speak to Cara about other events, music, or even tell a joke about something funny that day—then clam up absolutely about Rolare.

Rolare did not make things better. He seemed utterly abashed to realize Yoitha had liked him, and he and Cara had certainly broken things off. His compromise?

Trying to not-woo both of them. He would pop by with something for the hotpot, come over to discuss this fantastic new stall he’d seen and why they should head over, bring up current events like the war at Ovela—until both grew sick of him and kicked him out of dinner night with a bowl from the hotpot.

It was rough. Not just on Cara.

Damn Cara. Yoitha hammered on her drums in the basement of the Synphasia where she’d been exiled. After she’d begun practicing, all the other performers had issued her a joint noise complaint, and she’d had to figure out how to soundproof a room in the basement.

Even then, she had to keep her strength from making the walls vibrate. The Dwarf would go there to vent her frustrations, and that meant she was getting a lot of practice in.

Cara had taught her a number of popular drum-based songs, and the problem with Cara was that she had helped Yoitha find a calling.

Music. The rhythm of the drums made Yoitha happy. The feeling of making people’s bones shake to her sound was as good as the ringing of anvils to the Dwarf. Perhaps even better?

When I play, they will remember it. No one can ignore me. It was glorious and, best of all, something Yoitha was good at.

Hammering hot mithril and hitting a drum in the right combination were fairly interchangeable. She had to be very quick with her hands, but there were metals that Yoitha had needed to tap delicately and fast rather than swing hard on.

She had even begun to level up as a [Drummer]. She was Level 11 already!

“[Audience: Undamaged Hearing]. Which means I can make them deaf, but it won’t stick! [Double Beat]—”

She hit the drums so fast that she could make a simultaneous sound—and she wondered if that would work if she was in a fight or hammering metal. Yes, a lot of her Skills were interchangeable. But the best Skill Yoitha had was this:

“[Raucous Performance]! [Melody of Repair]!”

She began hammering on the drums, and the Synphasia began to shake. Her Skill boosted the level of her noise until the people on the street outside wondered if there was an earthquake going on. The Synphasia was literally vibrating.

“Yoithaaaaa!”

Above, people were screaming, like Atanna, whose pet hamsters were freaking out at the noise. However, the shaking theatre didn’t fall in. A year ago, before her work on the foundations, it might have literally collapsed.

But now? With the Skill working, the opposite happened.

Cracks in the walls began to mend. Old plaster resealed itself to the walls. Fractures in the old beams healed, and even the streets and sewers began to look new. Fresher.

“I am the drummer of metal and repair!”

Yoitha howled, face aglow with the ecstasy of success. Do you see it? Even if she lost her job at the Synphasia—and why would Joeired fire her?—she had this.

She could perform in any city and make it better! This—this wasn’t a regular Level 10 Skill. This was a power given to a smith of Deríthal-Vel.

A [Smith] and a [Drummer]. In fact, the Hunter’s Guild had requested Yoitha come by tomorrow to play for an hour to see if it repaired their mundane blades and armor. Even if it only did a little bit, she could make a city shine with health over the course of months or a year.

“Any Drake city in the world would want me. Dullahans! I could go travelling. Offer my services to play for a week, and they’d pay my way, and I’d have fans.”

There were a number of people who’d come up after the performances begging to have a go on the drums. Not just warriors or people you’d expect. Lots of timid people, men and women, who wanted to have an outlet.

Yoitha was considering making some drums for them and selling them. And—the Dwarf halted, panting, wiping at her brows—

“I owe it all to Cara. Damn her!”

She hurled one of her drumsticks at a wall near the door. Yoitha shouted. Her best friend, stabbing her in the back!

She knew…Cara hadn’t done it on purpose. But that still hurt. It hurt that Cara could pull Rolare around like a puppy while he didn’t even notice Yoitha taking her best swing. Now, Cara was hobnobbing with the royalty.

So here was Yoitha, happier and more miserable than before. At least Rolare seemed shaken. That snobbish half-Elf was watching Cara rise to fame and realizing he didn’t have it all. No—he’d always been insecure. That was what Yoitha liked about him. His endless talent without the true hubris that had taken her fellow smiths and her.

Well, Rolare looked even more shaken as he stared at the drumstick half-embedded in the wall. Yoitha hadn’t heard him opening the door—she turned and saw she had missed him by a foot.

“Rolare! What are you doing here?”

She glared and raised the other drumstick. He ducked behind the door.

“Don’t throw! We’re going to the palace!”

“What? We? What’s this about?”

She hesitated, and the half-Elf edged the door open a bit.

“It’s a performance! They want you to tone it down, the drums, but you, I, and even Atanna got the call! It’s an emergency order for some event! Sealed to the crown—Joeired is doing backflips in the lobby! Literally!”

Yoitha’s heart leapt, but she crossed her arms.

“And Cara?”

“She’s already there. Apparently, she asked for us. Something huge is happening—the Twins of Ovela and a bunch of soldiers from the border are returning.”

Yoitha had heard about their dramatic victory, but the details were sparse. She stared at Rolare, then cursed and began dismantling her drumset.

“Are you serious? This is huge! And probably tense.”

“Absolutely. And Cara wasn’t good enough to even come by and tell us herself. Even if she did get me my court appearance at last.”

Rolare sniffed, trying to strike a tone of ‘how dare Cara’. But Yoitha had switched on him so fast she nearly whallopped him with one of her drums.

“You idiot, Rolare! Don’t you remember she’s friends with that [Princess] who got married to one of the Twins? Of course she’s worried about her friend! And she’s been to Afiele—let’s go meet her, you sog-brained dunce!”

“Oh. Right!”

Rolare strode to the door, then peeked back at Yoitha. He hesitated.

“I’m sorry about—”

“Get out and get ready! And if you don’t play, I’ll break your violin and fingers!”

She screamed at him, and he ran in a refreshingly alarmed way. Yoitha’s own fingers trembled as she tried to figure out what to play! The royal family wouldn’t appreciate her loud music. For better or worse, it seemed like everyone was coming to Menorome. But Yoitha had no idea what to expect.

Because the moment she arrived in the Court of Dusk, she saw more than just the Landsreight, Cara, the royal family, even Queen Nicterise.

More than the two Twins, striding with huge smiles ahead of their weary soldiers. More than Duchess Grishen, glowering as she escorted Culin and Sasi, who sheltered behind Princess Seraphel.

What drew every eye, what brought Menorome and Noelictus to a standstill and made even Ailendamus shake and Yoitha’s knees tremble so hard she thought she might pass out on the spot as Rolare held her shoulder, pointing a trembling hand, was them.

The ghosts.

——

It should have been a grand and glorious moment. A joyous one, where all the hopes and dreams of Noelictus came true.

When the ghosts came marching into the Court of Dusk, Cara thought that’s what would happen. She didn’t understand at first, despite talking to the royal family and knowing all the secrets, why there was a problem.

Now that she had been among the world, she understood more of how wondrous the ghosts really were. When Ser Dalius was the only person she had known, in the Tomb of Afiele, it was easier to pretend he wasn’t that special.

Cara now understood what it was to see him, standing there in the armor of the Order of Shadowed Blooms, a [Knight] of Noelictus in an age when the Kingdom of Shade had no more knight-orders.

A living memory of another time. Unfaded, no, brighter than she remembered. She was holding onto a column to keep herself upright.

Funny. Her legs were all weak. Cara felt light-headed, but she didn’t take her eyes off his face. He looked tired now, a weariness that hadn’t been on his desperate face in the tomb. As if, even in undeath, he were strained.

But that was the nobility she remembered glimpsing past the ghost’s madness. Cara drank it in, the tired determination, the way he regarded the world around him with sympathy, like a judge from the past determined to be a servant, not an arbiter.

She had missed it before, or perhaps now they were both changed. He knelt without a word the moment he stepped into the Court of Dusk, facing the two thrones, so rarely occupied.

King Nicte Allorev and Queen Cathiel Nicterise sat there like statues, looking at the ghosts as Seratoito, Agshiga, and Kadane stood there, Gedal in the shadow of Liletrec.

All of them had impassive faces, but Cara saw how even Seratoito was unnerved, shifting posture, murmuring out of the corner of his mouth to Agshiga, who was more wide-eyed than Cara had ever seen.

Allorev had a hint of a smile, as if of a man thinking he was being pranked, but he was a very good actor. Nicterise’s face was just frozen, a mask of shock.

It should have been enough to make the royal family celebrate, so why did the Court of Dusk feel so tense? The Landsreight were in awe. Some members, like Duke Fiskren, had taken a knee of their own with Duchess Greina.

Princess Telleis, King Itreimedes—it was impossible to hide this from everyone—they were all open-mouthed. The lesser nobility were excited, and Cara heard whisper-shouts.

“The great ghosts, before us! Just like the legend! Our time of need!”

“Rallied to defend Ovela? Then are the other tombs…?”

“—Like the age of the Hundred Families. This day, Noelictus becomes—”

Some of what they said worried her. Some, like Marquis Seelthru, looked abjectly terrified by this spectral host. It was him, ironically, that let Cara understand.

She tore her eyes away from the sight of Seraphel sheltering Culin and Sasi behind her lilac ball gown dress as they approached the throne. Dalius’ head moved slightly, as if looking for someone, and Cara noticed Seraphel, Culin, Sasi, even Grishen scanning the crowd near the throne.

But they didn’t see her there, if it was her they were looking for, nor among the performers of the Synphasia, supposed to be setting up on the stage.

Cara was not about to stand next to the royal family for a moment like this, but nor was she keen on being so far removed she could hear nothing. So she stood amidst a group of black-clad individuals.

[Hunters]. The Veteran Hunters with their armor and hats hid her as they stood together, murmuring. Even Guildmistress Deilfec was there, though Haeight was not. She and Pictirm were gone on another hunt, and Cara had not seen her in ages.

She wanted to talk, but the Veteran Hunters shed some light into the mentality of the crown. It was Deilfec herself who whispered, tension running through every word.

“Be ready for anything. No one is to make a move until a signal is given. Or the royal family is in jeopardy.”

Cara and a few of the Hunters looked at Deilfec. It was Visc who shifted incredulously, though a hand had stolen towards a sword.

“Deilfec. Do you think this is fake? Every Skill and artifact I have says—my heart is shaking in my chest. I feel outmatched. Especially by some of them like that one.”

He was staring at one of the other figures, who looked slightly golden even though the bodies of the ghosts were pale blue wisps of light.

Paladin Arteis Ladel. The only other ghost that Cara knew much of, though only by reputation. She looked like she’d been wounded, actually; trails of vapor rose from gaps in her very body, holes in her side and shoulder as if someone had punched holes in her very essence.

That made Cara’s stomach twist into a knot. Had ghosts been killed? Could you kill a ghost? Dalius had been hurt by the magic of the Tomb of Afiele and the [Necromancer].

She didn’t know. Reports from Ovela were sparse, and this company had the first solid word of what had gone down there.

At any rate, the Hunters’ alarm was understandable. Deilfec didn’t know the ghosts. Yet her murmur wasn’t in denial of reality.

“They’re real. Loshell, get every Truegold blade you can find. There are some in the emergency armory we use for the crypt raids. Do not pass them out, but stand ready.”

“Aye.”

The Hunter of Gluttony looked grimmer than Cara had ever seen, and he shouldered his way out of the crowd. Visc was arguing.

“Deilfec. You sound like you expect them to attack. This is our salvation.”

Her tone was as piercing as her stare. Some of the ghosts were eying the Veteran Hunters, and only now did Cara realize—it was with confusion or dismay on most of their faces. Not approval. Even suspicion. Then…she felt her stomach twist.

“This is the hour of our judgment. We stand in contradiction to their existence. Everything we have done goes against old Noelictus. If they learn of our dealings…”

Her eyes swung to Cara, the one outsider, and Cara felt a jump in her heart. Belavierr. So that was why Deilfec was afraid. The ghosts were born of the honored dead.

The same honored dead currently rising as undead and being destroyed. Guilt. Guilt was written over many of the Veteran Hunters’ faces. But Deilfec was more worried than even that.

In fact, the woman stepped back, shielding herself from view with the taller Veteran Hunters. The Twins were greeting the monarchs, and Cara was unimpressed with them.

“Your Majesties, I, we, humbly greet you with the greatest victory of Ovela—”

“What my brother means to begin with is our humblest greetings. Lady Piral and Lord Fallien, at your service.”

They fought! In front of the [King] and [Queen]. Cara was no monarchist, even now, but there was a difference between deliberately refusing to acknowledge titles and just looking like a pair of squabbling babies.

However, she was looking at Deilfec. The corpse-woman was still unnerving as ever to be around, and if anyone fit with the ghosts…her yellow stare caught Cara’s.

“You knew. I did not believe they could be real. I have visited over half the tombs myself and not a whisper. Why Afiele? Because it is so distant? Tell me whatever is valuable, Singer.”

“There should be more. There should be thousands. Dalius said even when they came back—there were so few.”

Deilfec’s eyes glowed brighter.

“That gives me hope we were not blind. Now they stand before us. With wrath?”

“No! They swore to protect Culin and Sasi! They felt they failed their charge. Dalius—the one kneeling—is a good man. An honorable one.”

The Guildmistress’ tone was steel and ice.

“That means nothing. We are Hunters, not good men and women. I see [Knights] and heroes. They are used to an older Noelictus. I fear the difference. I fear what they might reveal. If it comes to that, you, I, and anyone else might need to distract all present. The truth must not come out.”

She gripped Cara with astonishing strength for her frame. The [Singer] was confused.

“I know what it might mean, but they’re ghosts. If any time was good to reveal—”

Deilfec gave Cara a puzzled look, then yanked her close. She hissed in Cara’s ear.

“They never told you? King Allorev didn’t. Do not be foolish. The price of breaking the Spider’s contract is more than you know. The hour King Allorev or Queen Nicterise tell the world of the truth—when more than ten thousand souls know of the nature of the tombs—the royal family dies. The Witch of Webs intended their suffering to last long and cloak her deeds longer.”

Cara’s eyes shot open. Her head spun to the royal family, to Deilfec, and the woman bared her teeth.

“Yes. Look at me. This is also part of the deal. Each Guildmaster of Noelictus and the royal family are sealed to this fate. If the ghosts shout truth, we all die.”

Then Cara was terrified. Terrified a ghost might say something to the Landsreight. Yet the odds of that were less than she had thought. Because…the ghosts?

The ghosts had their reservations too.

——

Seraphel

Princess Seraphel du Marquin could hear Arteis’ voice as they walked through the palace, then stood in the Court of Dusk, a fierce whisper despite her wounds.

Her ghosts—and they were her ghosts—stood closer to her than Ser Dalius, though the Tombwarden of Afiele spoke for them all in this moment. They appeared, to those who didn’t know them, as unified, not ideologically split.

There they were. Mustrec, the [Royal Guard], Ser Dalius of the Order of Shadowed Blooms, Paladin Arteis Ladel of the Dawn Patrol, Magus Reinvel, who had lived in Afiele before going to Wistram, Chevalier Dumosca, Dame Roicel, Ser Roec, Ser Ithiged…

Noble spirits. Brave spirits. The best of the honored dead, chosen to be that grand army that would rise in Noelictus’ darkest hour.

They knew the Kingdom of Shade. The dark skies, the undead roaming, the pale landscape and lack of colors all sang of home to them.

But the Palace of Shadows, Court of Dusk, and Menorome disturbed them greatly. Most of all, Arteis.

“This is not right. It was ever the Palace of Twilight, and Menorome—the gates are still mithril, the walls much the same. But where is the light? This place once stood in blazing heartsfire, a beacon where valor and hope blossomed forth into the dark lands.”

“I do not know. It looks—wrong. Are those spiders above?”

Even Ser Dalius was shaken, turning his head left and right. Several ghosts turned to one of the ‘youngest’, Mustrec, and the old soldier muttered.

“…I had heard it destroyed during the Creler Wars. I died before I could return, poison in my veins. After the [Knights] disintegrated, [Hunters] returned once more. Practical, good men and women with bravery and crossbows, not sword and shield.”

“I have never judged on appearances alone. But is that—them? They stink of sin-Skills.”

One of the [Knights] muttered, eying the Veteran Hunters lined up. Paladin Arteis’ gaze swung to the Veteran Hunters, and she narrowed her eyes.

“All of them have a Skill written in blood. I see it on them. That is not a sign of corruption…in itself. But each and every one has such Skills. No twisting of the soul, but…who is that corpse of a woman? Cursed, if ever I saw one!”

She had spotted Deilfec and gritted her teeth. The ghosts were unnerved.

“Hunters. Where have all the [Knights] gone? Even if our orders fell, does this kingdom not allow knights-errant to ride forth?”

“The spiders. Why spiders? In a royal court! Wait. That [Princess]’ face! What is happening—”

“Those guards are not Human. What are they?”

Every head snapped towards the Royal Guard, and Seraphel stared at the masked figures. Now, Arteis’ teeth were fully bared in a snarl.

“Not Golems! Puppets! Is there some great spellcaster afoot? I sense powerful magic everywhere! The kind I have not witnessed since setting foot on Rhir’s Hell itself to fight devils.”

Seraphel jerked at the unfamiliar name. There was powerful, evil magic here? She thought of Belavierr, and someone clutched her legs harder.

“Seraphel. Is Cara here?”

Seraphel had heard Cara might be here, and she had spotted Yoitha, Rolare, and that unctuous manager, Joeired. So where was Cara? All the ghosts subsided, listening to their liege.

“I don’t like spiders.”

Culin wailed, and the Twins faltered and looked back in annoyance as his voice was heard. It was Grishen who bent over and spoke.

“Hush, Culin. Be brave. You are the Lord of the Fields of Afiele. They are just spiders. Look to the throne. Their Majesties are waiting to greet you. Even Queen Nicterise, poor season or no. It is a great honor.”

She stood taller, and Arteis gazed at her descendant.

“Is this…place…well, Duchess? It looks like a scene from nightmares.”

“To you, Paladin Arteis. I knew it much the same, though the spiders were King Allorev’s fancy. Noelictus’ Palace of Shadows was rebuilt, and it has a dark charm. Judge it after you see it.”

“Well said. We are disgracing ourselves, companions. Let us present ourselves to the monarchy properly.”

Ser Dalius murmured, and the ghosts fell silent. When King Allorev lifted a hand and they finally approached, Seraphel held her breath.

The King of Hosts was, even now, a capable diplomat. He spoke, letting his voice carry across the room. She had missed Fallien and Piral talking up the ghosts; they had bragged about the great victory, giving much credit to the ghosts, and explained how they were real. But King Allorev seemed to have been waiting for them to shut up.

“The Twins of Ovela bring great tidings! Let them join the Landsreight as honored peers, so rarely come to the Court of Dusk. Yet I see even more auspicious guests, and ones even this crown must pay tribute to. Let Lady Sasi and Lord Culin of Afiele approach. The Lord and Lady of the Fields and their magnificent protectors. We also summon Duchess Grishen of House Ladel.”

The two children froze up in terror and clung to Seraphel, so Grishen nudged her.

“Come with them.”

“Me?”

“They need support. Come on.”

Gently, she took Sasi’s hand, and clinging to her skirts, the children found the courage to approach the royal family. Seratoito’s smile was unpleasant on Seraphel’s skin. Kadane was frankly terrified, looking at the ghosts, but Seraphel was noting the court’s reactions.

The Twins stood there, beaming, until they were ushered back. Then they realized Allorev was sending them away, to stand with the nobles. The Landsreight might be stunned, but they were not blind or deaf.

The royal crown was not pleased with the events of Ovela, and it had placed Afiele over its provincial superiors. Fallien stared sideways at Seraphel, and she tried to smile reassuringly at him.

It was also clever of Allorev to compliment Sasi and Culin rather than the ghosts. They might have taken offense if he ignored the children, and she sensed some of the ghosts marching forwards brightening with a hint of respect.

But Arteis’ expression was dark, even as she schooled her features.

“Your Majesties. I present to you Lady Sasi, Lord Culin, Princess Seraphel, and the ghosts of Afiele, the sworn protectors of old.”

Grishen’s voice was dry and even suggested she knew how strange a moment this was. Seraphel bowed, looking at Queen Nicterise. The woman didn’t appear as thunderously angry as last time, but Seraphel still flinched when the woman looked at her.

“Rise. Be welcome and informal. Lady Sasi, Lord Culin, I greet you as members of our Landsreight. Duchess Grishen, you are a welcome voice in these troubled moments.”

Allorev’s voice was light, and Grishen murmured thanks. She did not entirely like him, Seraphel noted. But Nicterise spoke in a strained voice.

“Children of Afiele. We grieved for Lady Risel and Lord Lantal. I knew him not well, but your mother—the guilt overtakes me. Dark days for Afiele. Dark for Ovela, I thought. Until word came ghosts arose. After so long. We require explanations.”

“Y-y-your Majesty. Thank you. I—I—”

Sasi stuttered, face white, trying to get words out. She froze up, and Seraphel bowed again hurriedly.

“Your Majesties, if I may speak for Lady Sasi, it was an astonishment to all. The protectors of Afiele rose when a horde of undead led by a [Necromancer] was moments away from ending both Afiele and Ladel as I am sure you have been told. As to why, I may let them speak, but it is a mystery to all.”

She rescued Sasi and felt a squeeze on her hand as the girl looked up. Seraphel smiled—and then Nicterise stared at her.

“I remember you. The [Princess] I objected to. You do not belong here.”

“My love—”

Allorev murmured, but the blatant hostility of the [Queen] made Seraphel’s company tense. The Thronebearers and her [Maids] were too good to speak, but tempers flared among the ghosts.

“Yon [Princess] is bound to Ovela and thus Noelictus by wedlock. She is like unto the children’s protectors as we, Your Majesties. We beg she be allowed to stay.”

Ser Roec raised his voice and head from where he was kneeling. He was one of Arteis’ ghosts, now, and looked as appalled by Nicterise’s comments as the Court of Dusk. The [Queen] swung her gaze to him, and Cara thought Nicterise looked distinctly uneasy.

As any monarch might when confronted by the dead. But there was more to it, she felt. Ser Dalius jumped in.

“Ser Roec, you disgrace us before the living! We regret our impropriety, Your Majesties. Death has worn at our conduct, and we are strangers to this living world. I am Ser Dalius of the Order of Shadowed Blooms, Tombwarden of Afiele’s ghosts. Sworn protectors of Afiele and Noelictus.”

That made all the ghosts bow again. The royal family stirred, and Nicterise glanced at Allorev. The King of Hosts lifted one hand after a moment.

“So rise, ghosts. We of Noelictus remember the tales of our great ancestors and honor the dead. To see such walk around and be reminded of our past—no offense could be taken! May we know the others we regard? The Order of Shadowed Blooms? Wasn’t that Order extant at the dawn of the Creler Wars?”

“Six thousand years ago. We are speaking to ghosts older than this incarnation of the Hunter’s Guild.”

Seratoito put in, eyes still glittering. His voice provoked murmurs as the ghosts rose and began to introduce themselves.

The one who got the most of a reaction was actually, surprisingly, Ser Mustrec. Even Arteis’ [Paladin] class caused murmurs, but someone remembered Mustrec.

“A halberdier from the Goldnight Spears of Afiele? Your Majesties, may I speak?”

Duke Fiskren called out and then strode forwards excitedly when Allorev nodded. The Landsreight, in keeping with the Court of Dusk’s pithy tones, was far more informal than Calanfer, and he called out.

“This ghost was one of the soldiers that held Crelers back as they poured across Avel! I have read the account of how they were held back, fighting in the tunnels of the old Nighttrains, forced back from Menorome—Sir Ghost, did you march from Afiele?”

Mustrec’s wary look became a smile as the old [Halberdier] bowed smoothly. The ghosts’ pained faces smoothed as they listened to a mortal and ghost find a single connection.

“I recall this, Lord Duke. I marched from Afiele with every man and woman who could be spared to hold a spear. Two decades, until I died of poison, I fought in the tunnels, on the cliffs, as brave archers shot flying monstrosities down and [Hunters] and [Knights] alike burned nests and killed the foe without mercy. I even saw an Elder Creler die, and I shall never forget its final scream.”

“Dead gods.”

Someone whispered. Seraphel felt faint herself, and Ser Dalimont had to steady her.

“An Elder Creler? Did I hear wrong? There hasn’t been one for…Adult Crelers are the worst in this era, and anyone who slays one of those is a hero named as Crelerbane!”

Dame Neranthei whispered loudly amongst the Thronebearers. Dalimont just nodded.

“The ghosts are superior to us. We know this. Quiet—we represent Calanfer in this great moment. Let us be seen, not heard. Though I wonder how this will turn out.”

His comment made Seraphel break out of just being the passive observer and flit ahead, past Duke Fiskren gingerly shaking hands with Mustrec and exclaiming over the cold, but tangible touch.

Right, what was going to happen? As she thought of it, there were endless variances, but only a few ‘actionable outcomes’ as her mother, Ielane, liked to distill conversations into.

You could speak for hours and get nothing done in some diplomatic circumstances; if nothing was signed, in a sense, there was no actual outcome. Promises were empty, and building relationships could be a fruitless endeavor, like a child making a sandcastle before high tide.

Concretely—either the crown would order the ghosts to serve them or the ghosts would offer their services—or refuse to do so.

Either they supported Ovela in the war or only protected Afiele. Either they became servants of Noelictus’ throne or declared their independence.

The worrying part was whether that independence was going to mean a break with Noelictus itself. That was something the crown could not allow. Conversely—it was also a worry if King Allorev and Queen Nicterise decided these ghosts had to be loyal and forced a showdown.

To say either outcome would be disastrous was an understatement. However, there were reasonable, intelligent people present on both sides. Even Arteis’ clear discontent didn’t mean she was going to instantly offer Noelictus, her homeland, that kind of ultimatum.

Conversely, King Allorev seemed very aware that an outright refusal would be a terrible blow to the crown’s authority. He wouldn’t ever put a question like that to the ghosts without knowing the answer.

He wasn’t some fool like other [Kings] or [Queens]. Instead, he offered a simple, pragmatic solution as he smiled at Culin and Sasi.

“I am sure we will be delighted—and fascinated to hear the entire tale of ghosts and their varied histories. But this is still a time of grief. Lord Culin, Lady Sasi, I declare this week a week of mourning for Lord Lantal and Lady Risel and the brave folk of Afiele. Candles shall be lit in every part of Menorome in honor of their bravery. I also recognize Afiele’s ghosts as sworn protectors all, and accord them the status of Hunters of Noelictus that they might do what they deem necessary in defense of Afiele.”

Sasi’s head rose, and she gulped, and the court murmured in approval.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“I hope that Afiele stands with Ovela and Noelictus in these trying times. Ailendamus has made incursions, but Afiele’s might has repulsed them. Lady Sasi, will you aid me in defending Noelictus?”

He emphasized ‘defending’, and Cara saw Arteis grind her teeth. But the girl bowed.

“Yes, Your Majesty! Even if I can’t fight, we’ll defend our home.”

Duke Fiskren and several of the Landsreight applauded that outright. Seraphel noticed Allorev exhale slightly, and he smiled.

“Then you have my gratitude. The Landsreight shall convene a response, and I order the knowledge of ghosts sealed to this court as a matter of national security, of course. Rumors shall spread, and no doubt our ancestors will wish to view Menorome, but discreetly if possible. That shall do for now—”

It seemed well done, to Seraphel. It ratified Afiele’s power, and neither side pressed on the other while they got each other’s measure. The Landsreight impressed with the ghosts would be reassured to hear they were fighting for Noelictus, and those worried by them would see Sasi was amendable, a girl who controlled these legends. Very well done. Her mother and father would have approved.

So of course, Fallien had to speak.

“Your Majesty! If I may—is now the time to sit back? Ailendamus is reeling, and we have an army like no other! We could regain all of Ovela’s lands and take House Digneral in a single stroke!”

“Yes, a mere four ghosts pushed all the way to one of their so-called Great Forests. Imagine what an army and all of them could do!”

Piral shouted, and a number of nobles looked up. Allorev just closed his eyes a second as Seratoito clapped.

“Well said! New lands for all! The Landsreight could stand to double its holdings!”

He beamed at the notion, which soured Piral’s face and made Fiskren scowl.

“Absorbing Ailendamus’ lands would be an act of war, Your Highness.”

“Indeed it would. I believe we have made ourselves clear. Ovela is not to invade Ailendamus. King Itorin and I have spoken regarding this incident—I am not in favor of war. Is that clear, Lord Fallien, Lady Piral?”

The two Twins quailed under Allorev’s glare.

“But Your Majesty, the Baron has been attacking—”

Piral protested weakly, and Seraphel felt that ominous crawl again. A [Lady], even an Earl like Piral, should not be allowed this much backtalk against a [King].

Signs of fractures in authority. But it was Nicterise who spoke sharply.

“War? Have you seen war, Lady Piral? Your father knew war. You speak like the greenest soldier under his command. Earl Inameis never courted war. Ailendamus is the power of Terandria. With an army of two hundred spirits, would you dare an army of two million?”

Evidently, Piral would. But she gulped in the face of Nicterise’s wrath, and the Landsreight followed their [Queen] with glares of disapproval. The Twins were cowed into silence—but then the ghosts made their play.

“It need not be two hundred, Your Majesty. I beg one request. The ghosts of Afiele shall defend Noelictus’ borders. If it is amenable to the crown, we shall fight in service to the crown so long as we do not disturb our most critical duty of guarding the Lord and Lady of the Fields and Afiele.”

Ser Dalius raised his voice as he knelt again. Every head turned to him, and Seraphel’s heart began to pound. Nicterise frowned, sensing how he had worded that.

He wasn’t guaranteeing the ghosts’ support, but neither was he backing away from it. Yet she waited.

“What is it you wish, [Knight] of old? I will hear it. My wish is that your presence is hope. Not despair. But my season of discontent brings me wariness.”

Whether he knew what that meant, Dalius’ head bowed further.

“Your Majesty, I hope we are never less than what we aspire to be. I only ask one favor of the crown: would you grant us the right to search the Tombs of Noelictus for our brethren? We look to wake our comrades-in-arms, if not for war, then to ask why they have lain silent.”

More ghosts! The Landsreight’s voices rose, and even Seraphel imagined it. An army of ghosts! Even Ailendamus, even the Sleeping Three, every nation in Terandria would walk careful around Noelictus!

Yet what a terror they might be. Arteis had slaughtered Digneral’s troops. And…and…

And why did Nicterise seem so afraid? For one second, it flickered over her face, then Allorev spoke. Quickly, without even a second hesitation.

“Ser Dalius. My response is no.”

The ghosts looked up as one, and the Landsreight susurrated. Even Culin and Sasi and the Twins seemed more confused than anything.

“May I ask why, Your Majesty?”

Dalius exchanged a slow look with his counterparts, not understanding the reason. Neither did Seraphel. King Allorev paused a moment.

“It is simple: Ailendamus has been alarmed greatly by the conflict at Ovela. It is true that Baron Digneral was the aggressor, but politic to acknowledge that this has been a war with incursions on both ends.”

He glanced at the Twins, then looked at Ser Dalius.

“…This attack has set Ailendamus’ Court of Masks into a frenzy. They are doubtless aware of your kin’s presence, Ser Dalius. What they know is doubtless far from the reality standing in front of me, but more ghosts may escalate this fragile peace into outright war. And doubtless, I shall witness the might of Afiele’s ghosts. But a war would be disastrous for all.”

Dalius considered this, and it made sense to Seraphel, even if she believed absolutely none of it.

“I understand, Your Majesty. But if we might inquire even to leave the dead to their rest?”

Allorev hesitated again, and it was Queen Nicterise who spoke hoarsely.

“Once woken, how many will refuse to slumber? Let it be, [Knight] of the old world. There were reasons the ghosts slumbered once. We shall consider this. No more.”

A dead silence filled the Court of Dusk afterwards, and Ser Dalius’ bow was stiffer, but he didn’t argue. Yet there was Seraphel’s rift. It wasn’t as large as she had feared…but she saw Arteis’ sharp look, and even Mustrec seemed confused.

Where did you go from here? The royalty with their reserve, the divided Landsreight, the tension between what was real and unreal in this moment—it had to be broken.

As so happened, even the Court of Dusk deflected with a Terandrian standby older than even the oldest ghost.

“I believe this hour calls for a celebration. We have performers from the Synphasia. Music, I have heard, from our illustrious [Singer]. And the famed violinist, Rolairenes. Ghosts, mortals, Landsreight—”

Allorev raised his voice to mild chuckles—

“I invite you eat and drink if possible, and mingle. Let this be the first meeting of the living and dead in an age!”

A half-Elf strode forwards onto the stage, bowing to the audience. Rolairenes stood there a second, and the ghosts turned, bemused. Even they stopped when he began to play. Seraphel felt her worries vanish a second, and she saw nobles stepping onto the court to dance, and even ghosts decided to dance with each other.

“A dance. It has been so long. I knew there was beauty familiar to me yet left.”

Dalius sighed as he turned, eyes wide. Seraphel nervously licked her lips. Why, now was a perfect time to dance, wasn’t it? She felt a push, and Mariel was giving her a huge smile of encouragement.

“Oh, Eternal Throne, she needs to dance with her husband first, Mariel.”

Ser Dalimont hissed, and the [Maid]’s and Seraphel’s faces fell. Oh, of course. Seraphel looked over for Fallien, but he was already speaking in an excited huddle with some nobles, including Duke Fiskren. She sighed, and Arteis muttered.

“Dancing. Balls. This is why I stayed on crusade. Do you actually dance, Ser Dalius?”

“I was trained to it, Arteis. Surely you learned.”

“Oh, aye. From gloriously talented, bright folk who taught me how to fight, dance, and live like a blaze. But you will not catch me dancing under spiders. I wonder why it makes some shudder so?”

She turned to Magus Reinvel, and the spellcaster replied in a low whisper.

“Purely that I have known a Spider, and it reminds me of her. A great foe. Have you not heard of her, Arteis? She is older than you or I. Perhaps she is dead. That would be one boon in this world without Dragons or Giants.”

“I do not know all the old enemies. Tell me…”

Arteis’ eyes narrowed, and she floated over to him with some other ghosts, but then turned to Seraphel, as if with a thought.

“This seems to strike me as more your arena, Princess Marquin. If Ser Dalius is so desirous of a dance, perhaps you could show that dance I’ve seen you practice?”

Every ghost, Culin, Sasi, and Grishen all looked at Seraphel, and she blushed. Dalius turned to Seraphel, and both hesitated.

“The impropriety! Ser Dalimont, this is at a court, and Earl Fallien is here and—”

Neranthei wasn’t sure if she should stop it. Ser Dalimont was also hesitating, warring between his training as a Thronebearer and—and Seraphel. He bit his lip as the [Princess] looked at him pleadingly.

But before she could speak, before Ser Dalius could step forwards and offer her a hand—and he was just as uncertain—before it all, the [Knight]’s head turned.

As the half-Elf played on stage, his violin’s bow missed only one note, only one, and almost no one noticed. But the Dwarf woman preparing for her turn looked up and exhaled, and the royal family turned on their throne.

Seraphel saw a familiar head of pink hair amidst the dancers, and her heart leapt as she saw Cara at last. Culin gasped and shouted.

“Cara!”

The [Singer] emerged from the dancers as they parted a second, and she stood there. Looking across the room at Ser Dalius. Without a word, the ghost turned, and his eyes focused on her. And then—

“Excuse me for one moment, Seraphel?”

He walked forwards, and Cara strode through the court without a word. Seraphel’s sigh was like someone waking from a beautiful dream.

She saw Cara’s mouth hovering half-open, searching for words, and Dalius’ gliding turn into a walk as his feet touched the ground. He reached out, and her fingers hesitated—then she touched his hand. Recoiled as her hands failed to freeze, and he touched her arm, then cheek, and they looked at each other.

“Oh. Of course.”

Seraphel sighed, and the two began to dance. The [Princess] just sat as Thistel rushed a chair over.

That was how it was.

That was how it always had been.

——

Her hands weren’t cold. That was the first thought Cara had, after a while.

The lights hanging from the ceiling swirled around her, as if she were underwater. Until the blurring lines felt like a strange world of shining paths, each one untaken, over a sea of nocturnal waters.

One shone brighter because of the other. Part of her wanted to dive into the sea. Depthless, uncertain it might be, but so long as someone held her, she wouldn’t drown.

Someone was holding her, now. She looked up, and his fingers tightened, and she felt it. A shock, a prickle of pale flesh, like holding a snowman’s hand. But he was more flesh now, less blizzard.

Her hands weren’t cold. She was too warm to feel the chill. Nor did Cara know what she was doing, really.

She was just—copying him as they danced to the music, a complicated pattern that she mirrored without thinking about it. A level of grace that exceeded even a Skill.

Dalius didn’t look like he was thinking either. He was speaking, and neither one remembered the court, their jobs, or the audience. They could not have known people were watching them.

Their path carried them through the living and the dead. A living girl passing through ghosts like someone walking through a dream. The ghost walking through the living like a vision of the past. Cara stretched her arm out, and they walked, connected only by a hand, across mortalities.

Then they passed out of the sea of dancers, sending the rest of the Court of Dusk into confusion, a single note of selfishness with no regard for the world around them. Tracing a flower’s blooming passage across the floor.

It wasn’t something you could copy. It felt like they were sliding across a glass floor, each step taking them across the floor, almost unbalanced, as if she might fall into him but for the way their hands linked, and he held her up, then they turned, and Cara caught her breath.

“I missed you.”

“Did you? I was afraid you’d forget me. How was it, seeing the rest of the world?”

“Lonely. I proved I could do it, make something for myself. It wasn’t easy, but I did it. I had to steal all the best things from my world. I feel like an imposter.”

His eyes were scanning her face, looking her up and down.

“You seem taller, though. Less like you think you’re a liar.”

“Me? That’s just me levelling as an [Actor].”

The ghostly [Knight] shook his head, and his grip gently tightened on her arm. In response, she gripped harder, and her hand didn’t pass through his arm. So she held on with all her strength. And he felt it, she thought. His eyes lingered on the place where she held his wrist. His touch was still light.

“No. You could always fool me, but you have to act less. I suppose that’s what being alive is. Change. I feel like I can’t. I’ve been watching people while you were gone. Everyone’s so busy, and sometimes I feel like I’m just the memory of Ser Dalius. It makes me want to change. The people deserve someone who can adapt.”

She misjudged a step and knocked into him. Rather than fall over, Dalius’ foot passed through her leg, and she felt a chill—then caught herself as she almost fell backwards. He lifted her up, and she breathed, exasperated and amused. They were very close.

“You idiot. That’s not what being dead is!”

“Oh, then correct me, you who have so much experience.”

He looked peeved at her comment, and she whirled him around and linked arms. That wasn’t what he knew, and he faltered—then swung her back into the correct steps. Cara’s pink hair spun like a storm, then she appeared out of it, a snorting, chuckling girl. Halting, then. Regarding him gravely, that faint light of respect glowing far brighter than when they had first met.

“It’s not being dead. You’re just old. You are changing, Dalius. For one thing, I don’t recall you mentioning dancing last time.”

“I…forgot. I forgot a lot of things. I touched a flower. Arteis showed me how, and I’ve sat under the sun. Flown up to see it. Maybe I have changed, but the world’s so different.”

“Including me.”

Dalius looked around the Court of Dusk for a second, then focused on Cara again.

“It’s not all for the worse. I was shocked, but maybe it’s like you. Menorome, the Kingdom of Shade, might get better once you get past the bitter, shocking part.”

“I did miss you. Everyone else is either polite or rude. I forgot how you could do both!”

She laughed so casually as he blushed and protested.

“I came all this way to greet you—”

“You came to pay respects to the throne. I heard you fought a war.”

“Not me. And yes, I came to greet the monarchs and explain our presence too, but I came all this way—what did you do to your hair? It looks like no flower I’ve ever—well, maybe one or two. I’ve heard your voice on song crystals all the way here. You’ve done so much in the short time since you left.”

The music ended, but he didn’t let go. After a second—someone else struck up a tune. Cara turned her head as a familiar voice—hers—began to sing.

“Wait, that’s my song. I need to perform—”

“You sound fine. Could we dance at least another minute?”

The [Singer] turned her head, then saw Joeired flapping his hands at her in a shooing motion. He began doing a dance on the stage, copying her choreography. So Cara looked back at Dalius.

“Just ‘fine’?”

“You know what I meant.”

——

“Wow. Did you know she knew a ghost like that, Seratoito?”

Princess Kadane stopped watching Cara and Ser Dalius at last and turned. Her brother glanced at Cara and the ghost, Ser Dalius.

“I know now. Fancy asking one of them to dance?”

“Are you kidding? I saw how half looked at me. And besides. One of them won’t give me—that look. Dead gods.”

Neither Cara nor Ser Dalius realized they were the center of attention. Not least because they had passed through the other dancers—they were dancing the Order of Shadowed Bloom’s old magic dances. It looked like a storm at times, and Kadane fancied she could almost see petals and pollen and the wind carrying them across the floor—then slow steps that took the two together.

Not once did they ever look away. Oh, they turned, spotting people, Cara trying to point people out, or Dalius doing the same, but they were so incredibly self-absorbed that Kadane doubted they saw anything.

“Huh. Well—good for her.”

The [Princess] stomped away, determined to not be petty or jealous. It wasn’t as if she knew that [Knight] with his ancient armor, or she could be jealous. Just find me someone who looked at me like that. Upon his face, Kadane understood how [Knights] could do incredibly stupid things like challenge Dragons or go on great quests.

All Cara would have to do is point. That was the look.

“Dead gods damn it.”

At least the two had thoroughly made more people miserable. Princess Kadane saw Seraphel gently teaching Culin a dance, holding the boy’s hands and not so much as glancing up. She was smiling much the way Kadane had practiced for court.

Poor Seraphel. Kadane began to walk over—then realized she might scare the boy. So she loitered near the food tables and heard someone else processing the dance.

Funnily, Yoitha was trying to reassure Rolare as the half-Elf methodically took bites out of a steamed bun he really wasn’t tasting.

“They definitely know each other. I bet he saved her life, Rolare. Humans. Always dancing. No respect for the solo act.”

And he—was trying to reassure her. The half-Elf was glancing at Dalius and Cara.

“It was over long ago, Yoitha. Don’t even think about it as an issue. She was quite clear—and that is a ghost.”

“Right.”

“I mean, that is the attractive part about him. He comes from an extinct knight-order. Based on flowers. Shadowed Blooms? Most plants don’t grow in the shade. They need light to survive. He uses a greatsword. Probably no finesse. He is a ghost, after all.”

“Right…and his armor looks like it’s only mithril. For an ancient ghost, you’d think he could do better.”

“Oh. Mithril?”

Rolare stopped staring at Ser Dalius and then looked at Yoitha. The Dwarf was trying to reassure him, and Rolare stared at her desperate smile. Then he looked slightly ashamed. He put the steamed bun down on his plate.

“I thought I understood how you liked someone. I suppose—I never looked like that. What a waste of time I’ve been.”

He glanced over at them, and Yoitha stepped on his foot. She didn’t stomp, just got his attention.

“Humans have fast lives. You have to practice a look like that. Trust me. Cara’s also good at emoting.”

“Oh.”

He stared down at her, then blinked and looked aside, coughing and blushing.

“Good point.”

Kadane resisted the urge to say something pithy as she found two wine glasses and filled them. Both for her. She took a sip of one and then saw the final casualty, the most heartbroken man, standing as if someone had run him through with both Rolare’s and Ser Dalius’ blades.

King Itreimedes had his hands folded behind his back. He was watching Cara and Dalius come to a standstill. The King of Bows didn’t look as angry as Kadane expected. He just looked slightly lost. His royal court was, for once, not making fun of him, but they kept coming over to offer him something to eat.

“Your Majesty, why don’t you ask that fellow about whether he knew your ancestors?”

“Lots of fine things to eat, sire.”

“—I say, is that a fellow archer? Why don’t you challenge him to a contest with your bow?”

But Itreimedes just shook his head.

“No. I’m fine. Thank you, Welfare Minister Rosienne. I just—I don’t suppose I ever had a chance, then. I thought I did. They should hold up signs, because I thought I had a clear shot. It turns out there wasn’t a target in the first place. I don’t want to be a nuisance like that.”

Embarrassed, he turned away and almost came face-to-face with Kadane. She took a gulp of wine—then held out the other cup she’d poured without a word. He stared at her and took the cup.

“Oh. Thank you.”

She felt inexplicably bad for the silly man, so Kadane patted him on the shoulder.

“If it helps, I don’t think she knew she could look like this. You only ever get that your first time, and once, I think.”

Both royals turned back to look at Cara’s face. Itreimedes muttered.

“If you could do that at will, or bottle that—you’d make a fortune. Once and never again?”

Kadane nodded.

“If you ever get it.”

Without a word, she and Itreimedes drained their cups. Then they went back to the tables for a refill. The [Singer] and [Knight] kept dancing. Cara’s voice filled the Court of Dusk, but she never sang a song the entire night. But somehow, her voice still filled the Palace of Shadows.

——

Someone enjoyed the meeting between the dead and living. That person was Cara.

Also, Ser Dalius.

They seemed like the only ones, actually. No, that wasn’t entirely true. Joeired seemed to appreciate the chance to show off. Via song crystals and the fact that he could reproduce Cara’s choreography, having helped create it, he won himself a lot of accolades from those watching.

He also sold a score of song crystals because the sound quality was so nice. Add that to a royal commendation, and he was pleased as punch.

Someone else who was happy was Culin and Sasi. Culin most of all. He had been scared of the royal family, the spiders, and appearing in court, but he had warmed to some of the nicer members of the palace.

Not least, Prince Gedal, Duke Fiskren, and surprisingly, even Rolare had been good to the kids. The bluff Duke had knelt down to introduce himself and gotten Culin giggling as he presented his walrus mustache and began telling silly jokes. Prince Gedal and Culin had ended up following Rolare around because even the children appreciated songs, and the half-Elf had proven he was good with kids.

Mostly by giving them a detailed list of the best festival-games they had to try, including his favorite crossbow target practice, and describing the best sweets and attractions.

Cara heard all of this afterwards. She rather forgot her intentions to find the royal family and speculate on what was going on, or speak to Seraphel about how the wedding had gone.

Or even Elena or her job. At some point, very soon after their first dance, it felt, the two were interrupted in talking when Liletrec tapped Cara on the shoulder.

“Excuse me. The Court of Dusk is closing.”

“What? But I haven’t sung. It’s—”

Then Cara looked around, and Ser Dalius realized the ghosts were gone. So were the performers. And servants.

“It is five in the morning. If you would like to continue, please do it elsewhere. The Court of Dusk needs cleaning.”

“I, uh—should find my group. I assume we have rooms in the palace? I don’t need to sleep.”

“I’m not tired either. Is there—hey, the royal wing is off-limits, but there’s this courtyard that leads up to it and the gardens.”

So they ended up walking out into a courtyard that led straight up to Nicterise’s personal balcony, and Ser Dalius wisely didn’t fly up—and Cara told him about working with the royal family.

Not all the details. It wasn’t so much that she omitted them as she really didn’t want to talk about bad, worrisome things. Neither did Dalius. And then they were walking through the royal gardens, talking as the dark skies lightened slowly. A lonely [Guard] gave them an odd look as the ghost and young woman walked through an old hedge-maze talking.

“—And I did see Samal from afar.”

“Oh, you did! So they still have those obnoxious gates everywhere?”

“Yep. A huge ring around the entire damn place, like a dome. I actually got through the first layer with Rolare for half an hour before they kicked me out.”

“It’s the keys. You have to have endless keys, but some unlock a bunch of locks, so it’s not like you have to have a keyring. Everything is key-based. Hierarchy, access to ‘public’ amenities…for a paradise, it can feel very painful if you’re lowest on the stratums. I’ve heard it even gets—kinky.”

“No. Chastity belts?”

“How did you—that was my one scandalous anecdote!”

He turned a deeper shade of blue in his cheeks, looking so annoyed that she’d figured it out in a moment that she began laughing. Dalius promptly poked at a bush, and the leafy bush, ready for winter, produced a violet flower with six huge petals twining together.

“How beautiful. See? I have Skills now. And I would cut a bloom like this, put it in your hair…and that’s most of my peers’ opening moves when it comes to most social interactions. The fancy ones did wreaths.”

He tucked the flower into Cara’s hair, and she knew from the position and his smirk it was not fetchingly on the side, but straight down the center, like a weird hat. She balled a fist, and he edged away.

“Now you can feel vague sensations, watch out. I can both punch you and scream loud enough to deafen you. New Skills.”

“Oh! An attack Skill?”

“Yes. A needed one. I nearly got killed by [Bandits], you know. I met some other amazing [Knights]. All living; a half-Giant, a [Knight] who used fire auras…”

“The Order of Seasons? I heard they were around. And a half-Giant? I remember them!”

Ser Dalius smiled with nostalgia and delight, and Cara nodded. Then she fiddled with her belt pouch.

“But the most amazing thing I made was this microphone.”

“That thing for your voice? What’s so special ab—”

He was bending over with a frown of skepticism when she kissed him on the cheek. For a second, she felt like her lips would pass through, then she felt a cold cheek, like chilly flesh. But still, skin. Then it changed, and she felt like she was touching less of cold skin, and more—

A cool face like a shiver running down your body in a room where the air conditioning had just kicked on. She felt the imagination of a pulse and felt an entire body, a memory of one, reacting, warming slightly—

Ser Dalius blinked, jerked slightly, then looked at Cara. She caught her breath a second and lost her ability to speak. He touched his cheek quizzically.

“You did that once before.”

“Yes. It worked last time, too. It’s good you don’t wear a helmet.”

That was all Cara managed. Ser Dalius brushed a hand against his face.

“I thought about it quite a lot. Last time, though, it was upon my lips.”

He put a hand on her arm, and she swore she felt not the cold, just the touch. The [Singer] whispered as the sun lightened the sky slowly, hour by hour, but the dark night of Menorome remained like a screen of privacy across the skies.

“My mistake. Let me give it another try?”

This time, she kissed him on the lips, and he was ready for it. So she was the one ambushed, and her head spun so crazily she swore she was drunk worse than Kadane on a bender.

“Hold on, stop using Skills on me! What is that, [Confusion Pollen] or something?”

“No. What are you talking about? You’re the one using Skills.”

He pointed back at her, and Cara looked at him, skin red in the pre-dawn light.

“You’re not?”

“I’m not.”

“Well—it felt like it. We have to try it again.”

“If you ins—”

This time, they held it longer, and Cara almost fell over, panting for air despite having a nose. She inhaled, exhaled, and jumped when he put a hand on her shoulder.

“Stop that.”

“Oops. Sorry—”

“No, don’t touch me like—you feel like you’re electric, not cold. And I don’t mean stop, actually. Go ahead and, ah—”

Her skin was tingling so bad when he placed his hands on her shoulders that she couldn’t remember what she was going to say. Ser Dalius’ hands jumped off her as if she were a live wire.

“It—I haven’t experienced sensation like that in—”

“You too?”

“Let me try it again. Please?”

The way she jumped made him stop until she told him not to stop. And to keep exploring. There Dalius was, a brave [Knight] on a quest, and she had no problem letting him figure out where he was going.

It all felt like something, and she couldn’t believe it. It was—way more intense than—

She tried to back it off, almost like a reflex. As if she saw someone having fun eating an ice cream cone, and her first instinct was to slap it out of their hands.

There were two ice cream cones, one on her leg, the other, her stomach, and she was almost hopping in place, unable to stand still.

“Dalius. Dalius! This isn’t going to work.”

“I think it’s entirely workable—unless you aren’t feeling the same?”

He looked incredulously at her, and Cara gritted her teeth, biting her tongue. Nope—she stood on her tiptoes. She felt like something was yanking her up, and it was not a bad feeling, but she couldn’t let her heels rest on the ground for them jumping up.

“No—but—you’re a ghost. I’m not. It won’t last. Plus, I’ve been seeing other people. That half-Elf.”

“The one who played such amazing music? With the violin? He looked like an amazing swordmaster. Was that my imagination?”

“Yes!”

Wow, this was not working. Cara was trying to distract them both and change the atmosphere, but she was highly distracted by the rush. Was it fall? It felt like she’d just taken a huge drink of something steaming hot, only that sensation wasn’t localized in her chest, but lower down.

She was shivering and so warm, and he was the counterbalance, like a cool compress leaving a thousand radiating lines of shock wherever those fingers faced, electricity rippling across the pond. Gentle at first, but intensifying until it was like bolts of pleasant lightning. Nor did the knight look cold at the moment.

“What do you think?”

Dalius had no breath, but he sounded slightly breathless as he gripped her just under the arm, and she squirmed. He was doing the same, but his armor was hiding most of it.

“I think—I’m dead and have no right to dictate what you do, if I ever did. But I would really hope you’d slay me twice or finish your complaint because I really don’t care about the half-Elf. Good for you? Good for him? Unless you two are still entangled, in which case I will be exceptionally upset—”

“No, you idiot. But it won’t work forever. I swear I saw Seraphel looking at you like—”

“She’s wed.”

“To an idiot. Dalius, this is an impossible, hypothetical, one-time—”

He gently put one arm under her and levered her up with the uncaring strength of someone who had no arms to grow weak, and their faces were too close to remain apart. She was the one who had to gasp for breath, and he whispered.

“I know. I’m for it. If I’m dead—and I think I’ve forgotten I am—can we not worry about anything else?”

“Okay. One condition?”

She was pressed against the armor, and she really didn’t want to feel the hard metal chestplate. Ser Dalius seemed to object to the mark of knighthood as much as she did. His arms were trembling after all, and she swore she felt a faint pulse in his fingers that were touching her on the side as her fingers went under the armor a second.

He was warmer under the armor! His feet left the ground as he levitated higher unconsciously, and Dalius’ voice was hoarse.

“What is it now?”

“Just—hug me tighter so I can’t say anything else.”

A constricting arm went around her lower back, and she gasped. Then—she did figure out a ghost’s armor vanished if it fell off him. And he did remember he had a body under there. She squeezed hard and felt tendon, muscle shifting only slightly, and then she lost all the air in her lungs and didn’t feel like she got it back for a long, long while.

——

Cara O’Sullivan, or Sidheag—sometimes she forgot her real name she was so used to the former in this world—sat on one of the indoor sofas of the Palace of Shadows, staring out the windows.

There were guest rooms that the nobility used, and the newcomers of Ovela and Afiele fit in quite easily. However, the royal wing was off-limits, and the main concern of the palace was that the ghosts might pry.

They could fly through walls, and though some parts of the palace were shielded such that the ghosts couldn’t enter—Ser Dalius had claimed they couldn’t fly through Menorome’s walls, for instance, or even go over them, only through the gates—it would still be easy for a ghost to snoop.

That was why Veteran Hunters were loitering around the royal wing, and a ghost might be able to peek and see the odd rooms that had been made for Queen Nicterise’s moods, but that was risky in and of itself.

They’d never make it into the Royal Crypt, which was shielded from access from every direction but the sealed doors.

That didn’t mean the ghosts could be banned from investigating other tombs. It didn’t mean this uneasy stalemate was over. Or that the problems of Noelictus were solved.

If anything, the rising tensions between Ailendamus and Noelictus were only balanced by the presence of the ghosts as a potential force for good. The Twins were bound for the Ovelian Keep in a day after staying for two days, already planning on pushing their advantage as much as the crown would allow.

Odd, how this could be a new kind of normal. Ghosts.

The citizens of Menorome were aflurry with seeing a floating figure or glimpsing a ghost poking their head out of the sewers, but the palace officially denied knowing anything of the ghosts. And the ghosts had decided to keep hidden as much as possible.

Even so, all of Menorome was a whirlwind of gossip, and the air felt alive, wild with speculation.

Sidheag, Cara, whichever one she was, felt a bit lightheaded. Two days.

Two days since the ghosts had arrived, and she had come to a few conclusions.

One, contrary to what any speculative books might say in her world, it was definitely possible to have sex with a ghost. Assuming the ghost could materialize enough to touch the world, it worked. Not wholly how you expected, but it definitely worked.

Two, neither the royal crown nor ghosts could trust one another. Not just because the ghosts regarded this Noelictus as backwards and the crown was paranoid about their secret leaking; they had no common ground of trust. When she had suggested Allorev and Nicterise hold a private hearing, both had refused point-blank.

Allorev had heard Arteis had led the charge into Ailendamus, and he had told Cara he could not trust her in good conscience, despite Cara’s protests. He was also concerned about war with the Kingdom of Glass and Glory. Apparently, Ailendamus was still in an uproar that hadn’t ceased, and he was very, very concerned about another attack on either side.

Cara thought this was a tipping point, and either way, someone had to take the initiative, but Allorev was afraid—rightfully so. But she knew the ghosts and…well…back to the points for now.

Three, Seraphel was visibly unhappy with Lord Fallien, but he seemed to forget they were married. Elena looked well, but Cara hadn’t had as much time with her because of points one and five.

Four, Yoitha had made up with Rolare, at least to the point where both of them were giving her the side-eye. But to be fair, even Seratoito had walked up and asked if she needed a cup of water. Which was rude and also prescient.

Five, and lastly, ghosts really didn’t get tired of indulging in physical sensations. Nor did they get tired. At all. Nor did male ghosts have the male refractory period because there was nothing but figments of their imagination to shoot, and they were practically all will. And the will was there.

“Cara? Cara? I’m going out with Seraphel and Itreimedes for a ridiculous hunt on the last day of the Twins being here. It sounds dreadful, but Seratoito’s going, and he’s actually a Demon on a horse, and if we’re bored, at least Seraphel and I will have fun with…Cara?”

Kadane appeared, waved a hand a few times, and Cara nodded at her.

“Hi, Kadane. Want me to come?”

“…I changed my mind. Dead gods, I’m so mad at you. Is that—? I’m going to visit the crimson candle district. Seraphel might as well join me. Sounds like she could use whatever that is.”

The Spider Princess stomped off. Cara was a bit embarrassed, but she did sort of feel like she was in a fever dream. But a highly pleasant one.

What about Seraphel? And Elena? And the ghosts and mortals fearing each other?

That dragged her down to earth. Focused her. She was almost glad she had tuned out of the last few days. She and Dalius had been unworried by the stresses beating down everyone until even Guildmistress Deilfec looked genuinely uncertain about the future.

Cara sat there until a voice seemed to articulate her worries.

“We are all afeared of the future. The ill that might occur, truths revealed—it is an odd thing to have your descendants look at you like some monster or villainess. Doubtless, they fear us the same. But you and Ser Dalius prove there is a point of union. I cannot say I would have picked him, but you two knew each other, and he is a brave man.”

Paladin Arteis floated up out of the palace floor, and Cara jumped. She turned, looked around, and the ghostly woman smiled at her.

“Cara Sullivan. [Grave Singer]. One of two, perhaps three women after my heart. You look blessed by Agelum.”

“Blessed by what?”

Arteis was floating out of the stones, levitating upwards, and her armor, unlike Dalius’, was lighter. More battle-scarred. Yet it seemed to Cara it also belonged in paler, more flagrant colors. Like…pale white or white-gold armor, not the elegant filigree of the Order of Shadowed Blooms, but lighter plate meant for a fast-moving warrior, emblazoned with motifs of, well, light.

The Dawn Patrol. That was Arteis’ heritage. She was a warrior so old and unique that [Paladin] was all but a concept to the fascinated warriors of Noelictus. Even when she came to rest next to Cara on the bench and stared out the window, she didn’t sit like another ghost.

She took a knee, using her sheathed sword to balance her. It looked practiced; the actions of someone who was not used to being around chairs that often and had learned to make do.

“Blessed by Agelum. A saying from my time. Another dead people, I fear.”

“Oh. They sound like…angels? Warriors of heaven? Beings of faith and holy might?”

The gods were dead, or so everyone maintained. Arteis lifted her brows.

“I have never heard them…no, it does sound familiar. As for faith—they were strong believers in righteousness. Holy might as well. I learned from them. You look blessed, starstruck, agog and wondrous, breathless beyond words, even if you’re run ragged keeping up with him. I thought it was only their presence that could do it, but Ser Dalius must be a [Knight] indeed to draw this comparison from me!”

Cara turned bright red, and Arteis laughed.

“I do not mean to insult you. If anything, I’m glad to see you smile at all. You looked grim and guilty, and I had no words for comfort in my own shame. I am double-glad we met. I need someone I can trust, and you and I are kinswomen, I feel. Possessed of the same will. I must find those like that or lose faith goodness can endure in this mystifying kingdom I call home.”

She clenched a gauntleted fist, and Cara saw how frustrated she was as Arteis looked out the window at a servant in a cobweb dress sweeping the grounds.

“Is it that—strange?”

“Yes. You see that servant? Forget the spiders—when I was a girl and had the privilege of coming here, I saw a garden not filled with these nocturne flowers, but glowing bulbs. Fireflies glowing, and those candles? We had light spells. I suppose the candles make sense. But it’s nothing what I remember.”

She looked bleak at that, and Cara supposed seeing your entire homeland change beyond belief would be a shock. Cara glanced sideways, and the [Paladin] met her gaze with one sharp, piercing stare.

There was nothing aggressive about it—she was just intense. Truthfully, Cara was off-balance. It was such a casual way Arteis had come up to her to talk. They had never really exchanged words in the brief moments that they’d had after Arteis’d come back from the dead leading the charge.

Both women regretted it, it seemed. Cara took a breath.

“You don’t know me. Your grave was—a huge inspiration in the Tomb of Afiele, Arteis. I never told you, but it saved my life, in a way. Why—why did you say I’m one of two or three women you respect?”

She felt that had to be her misunderstanding. The [Paladin] smiled wanly.

“Ah, Dalius mentioned that, and much put out he was. I am grateful. My grave was a bit shinier than most. I suppose I left an impact. I do not know; I remember falling in battle in Rhir. Then—waking to be taught how to use my powers as a ghost, then commenced to slumber. The Tombwarden woke us every hundred years. New ghosts! He would tell the new ones how to act, they would gossip, then we’d rest. It was a merry thing. We did it…oh, at least twenty-nine times before it felt like we slept forever. Even in my long rest, I felt like it was some great nightmare occurring, but until I woke at Dalius’ and Lord Culin’s call—I could not wake.”

So that was how it was supposed to be. Her description of whatever was going wrong made Cara shudder.

“I’m glad you woke. But I didn’t do much.”

“Didn’t do much. Hah!”

Arteis threw back her head. She had short, cropped hair and gave Cara a stern look as she pushed herself up, then sat properly. Back straight, and she put a hand on Cara’s shoulder solemnly. Her touch was almost neutral in temperature, perhaps a sign of control. Dalius would turn freezing if he lost control, which had mixed results…

“I saw you singing fire against that foul [Necromancer], unarmed, turning dead against dead. That is bravery. It is more than that. It is courage to do what seems impossible. Anyone can be brave, but the Agelum told me when I was a girl that courage was doing something even when you had no hope. Bravery comes from hope. When hope is gone, courage remains.”

It was a lovely saying. It sounded like fiery, inspirational talk, and delivered wrong, it was stupid. But Arteis could say it, and Cara would believe it.

In fact, the [Singer] blushed to hear the [Paladin]’s praise. Of the few people who Cara wanted the respect of—Arteis was one of them. And they didn’t know each other! But Arteis saw something familiar.

“The other woman I respect, if differently, is Seraphel du Marquin. The [Princess] is meeker with a sad fate as a wife to men, but she comes from a line of fierce warriors. The first [Queen] of Calanfer strode onto hell’s shores to fight these ‘Crelers’. I might not know the scope of her foe, but I see that in Seraphel.”

“And the third?”

“Ah…that would be Grishen, my descendant. A tough woman. I won’t gainsay that, but it seemed to me she took the role of leader, protector, rather than someone to smash injustice aside. I could almost have hoped she took that mace into battle as a girl. She’s seen war, but I was never one to defend, like a proper [Knight]. I went out and fought evil in its lair. As then, so now. That is what frustrates me. This Ailendamus is there, and if I had my fellows’ support, we would etch the fear of Noelictus back into their hearts! No matter the cost.”

She clenched a fist, and Cara was breathless a second. Wow. This was a [Paladin] to her core.

“Dalius says that four ghosts died. And a few fighting Digneral.”

“Aye, a great cost if there are few of us left. But we should be spent. Every life of ours thrown to good use before a single one of Noelictus’ children dies. Perhaps I don’t see the big picture. I was never a commander but a frontline warrior at best. I just…”

Arteis hesitated and lowered her voice with a dark look for a patrolling Hunter, who stopped and touched their hat as they noticed Cara.

“…I don’t trust this royal family.”

Cara sat up a bit, and here she felt like she could do some good.

“You should, Arteis. Genuinely, they are an—odd lot. I thought they were wrongheaded and corrupt, but they’re not.”

The [Paladin] sucked in her cheeks skeptically.

“You say this, but every instinct and observation and even some of that Landsreight—I do remember them—say otherwise. Yet I trust you. I just wish I could see it.”

Hm? Cara blinked and saw Arteis looking at her. Then she glanced at the Hunter, who was giving the [Paladin] ghost the wariest of looks until she turned and sized them up.

Then Cara saw it.

Ghosts could not trust mortals. Mortals feared what ghosts might do. Some, like Seraphel or Culin or Sasi, had the ear of ghosts, but they didn’t know the truth of the crown and were suspicious.

But Cara? Cara had the ears of both. She stood between the two, and then she felt it. Something real in her bones, dangerous, potentially disastrous—but she felt it. She had almost every piece, but there were a few niggling details left. When she looked at Arteis?

“Arteis? What would you do if there were a great problem facing Noelictus? Or just a problem in general and you had a chance to try something, but didn’t know what to do? And you, personally, felt weak, but you had a bunch of immortal ghosts who might be able to help? If only they could trust your other friends?”

The [Paladin] grinned as Cara said it outright, and her grip tightened on Cara’s shoulder. She drew her sword with a sound of ringing steel.

“I would do whatever it took to find brighter days. No matter the cost! I would trust in these ghosts. For we outmatch every living being in this age!”

Maybe. Cara thought of Belavierr and shuddered—but then she stood.

“Well then—I have a good idea of where to begin. But let me find Dalius first. If you promise to listen and judge before you do anything.”

“I swear I will always listen to you, Cara.”

Arteis placed a hand over her heart, beaming, and Cara smiled. Then she felt her heartbeat quicken.

It was time to try and fix things. Maybe—just maybe—they had a shot.

——

Haeight

She slept for nineteen hours one time, and even Pictirm vaguely respected that. Sloth had become Haeight’s sin. Or indulgence.

She had to be careful what she said around the regular Hunters. That was how she thought of them, now. Strange that after crossing the line, she was so invested in keeping the conspiracy secret.

It was a conspiracy. Everything her friends feared was true. But for one thing, one more fact—that changed everything.

It made the Veteran Hunters nobler to Haeight. People faced with difficult decisions, and she could not object, not knowing why they did this.

Even so, it was the hardest thing in the world to see Ceinra and Withrel, Desk Hunter Marvekh, even Ikhoven, treat her as lost.

No more waiting in line or being snapped at by Ikhoven. When Haeight wanted something, anything, he came running, and she often didn’t even report to the 1st Floor’s Desk Hunters.

Deilfec knew where she was going. Haeight reported to the 3rd Floor and ate and hung out on the 2nd Floor. She would look down as she sat with Loshell and the others and see younger Hunters looking up at her sometimes.

Gazes that smoldered almost as hard as Deilfec’s, though they turned their heads and pretended they weren’t staring every time she looked down. Eyes burning with the same fervor that had been in Haeight’s chest—that still was there—promising to one day unseat her, tear her hat off her head and bring truth and justice to these walls.

She hoped it would let them level and live. But it still hurt.

“And you wonder why we saw it coming. You used to stare up at us like that. Visc used to joke that you’d tear our throats out with your teeth if we angered you too much.”

Pictirm opened one eye as she yawned at the table, and Haeight jumped. The [Axe Hunter of Secrets] looked so unhappy that Pictirm kicked her hard.

“Stop looking like that and play your role. You made a choice. If they hate you, you can make it up to them when they join us.”

She meant Withrel and Ceinra. Twice, Haeight had approached them suggesting they visit the Synphasia or festivals, something where she could at least be friendly with them.

Then she’d realized her free time and Hunter’s Card spoke to everything they hated. Haeight had a lot of free time, now. It was mandatory, and she realized she had years of sleep to catch up on.

Veteran Hunters were—grueling. It was as much mental as physical. Haeight thought she had been pushing it, fighting Crypt Lords and the like. But that was nothing to what the Veteran Hunters did alone.

She had seen Loshell swing an axe for nearly eight hours straight. Yes, with breaks and trading off with other [Hunters], but a group of six had killed thousands of zombies. Haeight’s arm had literally stopped moving until she seized a healing potion.

She remembered seeing him almost vomiting the stamina potions he chugged down, then swinging that axe to clear the ground around him of bodies. Six [Hunters].

They could have done it with explosive quarrels. They could have set up a bunch of traps or mobilized ten times their number. But there were never enough Veteran Hunters or gold. If six could do the job of sixty—they did it.

Haeight had been buried at one point, dead bodies piling up around her, collapsing in exhaustion as they bit at her enchanted armor or writhed around her. She had lain in a pit of rotting flesh as they splashed oil and timber on the pile and told her to get up. Then she had seized the madness in her, a frenzied burst of understanding. This was what they suffered.

So she had stood, heaving bursting corpses and maggots off her, and flames had put the dead to rest at last. Body by body, piece by piece, Noelictus was being purged.

The hardest part was not her friends. It was—Loekr, Ridine, Choirene, and all the Hunters who had looked up to her. Haeight had become Dorikhem, and another generation had decided to replace her.

“Your little Hunter, Ridine, is throwing herself into the work. I hear she bagged nine Ghouls.”

“Solo? She’s not ready for that. She ran into a group that nearly got her—”

Pictirm opened a lazy eye.

“Someone put a fire under her. Go down and have a word with her, if you want. It’ll just make her work harder. Did you ever appreciate Loshell or Visc being nice?”

“No. I—”

Haeight twisted in her seat, and one of the Hunters didn’t look away. Ridine met Haeight’s eyes for a long second before turning back and letting Ikhoven continue chewing her out.

That hurt so bad Haeight thought she was bleeding. There was no wounded look of incomprehension there. Just anger. Just betrayal and hurt and a vow like the one Haeight had made with Greina.

Her friend had also stopped talking to her. Pictirm stood up and pulled at Haeight’s arm.

“This is the price of it all, Haeight. Let’s go drinking. Look at them all and feel bad if you want. But remember, they’re not strong enough to stand with us. What good would that girl do in the Tomb of Havens? You’re barely able to keep pace with us. Even old Ikhoven had his moment when he tried to conspire against Deilfec, you know. These days, he’s a bitter Desk Hunter who won’t make it to Level 30. He makes the new recruits’ lives hell, but he’s a casualty of our war. If you’re going to cry, turn it into your first blood Skill.”

“No.”

Haeight slowly pushed herself up. She stood, knowing Deilfec was coming back in from the palace where she took on the worst of the undead. In the company of Veteran Hunters, watched by her kin, she leaned on the balcony and called down.

“Hunter Ridine.”

The girl froze as she strode towards the armories. She stopped, as if debating pretending she hadn’t heard that, but Pictirm snapped.

“Turn around, Hunter.”

Ridine slowly turned and touched her hat.

“Veteran Hunter Haeight?”

She looked up, and Haeight raised her voice as Deilfec’s eyes found her.

“Eight Ghouls is too much for a rookie who hasn’t even made Dedicated Hunter. The Desk Hunters should have left that for someone else. When you can do it without a scratch, you’re ready.”

Those eyes caught fire. The Novice Hunter, who had seen Haeight coming back in wounded, bloody, and tired, stared up at Haeight without a word, then whirled around and stormed into the armory.

“Well done.”

Pictirm dragged Haeight away. She found them a bar, and Haeight lay there, blubbering like a girl as tears set the bar, until the other [Hunter] got exasperated and poured her drink on Haeight’s head.

——

Selfishly, Haeight lost track of Cara and the goings-on of Noelictus as she adjusted to that new normal. She was aware that Cara was in the palace. Deilfec brought her up.

“Your friend might have learned the secrets of Noelictus.”

“What? How?”

Haeight sat up in a debriefing among a lot of Veteran Hunters. She was learning about the Revenant-class undead in the crypts and turned red as everyone laughed at her.

“I don’t know. We’re watching her, but Agshiga’s taken that role over. Revenant. He’s a former [Warlord]. Lord Vrek, a man from the Age of Broken Thrones, when kingdoms warred. He’s not the most dangerous of men; no [King], but he was there when the Kingdom of Thire fell, claiming lands and burning armies. My analysis puts him as a powerful mage, capable warrior, and warleader.”

“Classic all-rounder genius. Wonderful. Why can’t a Revenant be an idiot?”

Visc groaned. They were brainstorming how to take him down. Revenants. They were legends to Haeight, but the Veteran Hunters treated them like any undead: they had to die. They were priority targets who could use Skills and marshal the undead to extreme cleverness.

So long as this one lived, even Deilfec and the best Hunters would be dancing with death every time they went into the Royal Crypts. If two Revenants appeared…

The woman standing next to Deilfec spoke. The Commander of the Royal Deathhunt, Agshiga, actually spoke among Veteran Hunters, though she was very quiet. But she had a sense of humor! She was reserved for the reason the others were, but she was the same legend Haeight had heard of.

“We had an idiot Revenant, once. A [Battlemage] who fancied he could blast his way straight through us. I think Guildmistress Deilfec earned the record for the fastest kill on a Revenant. Five Magic-Pierce bolts to take his barriers down, and then she stared a hole straight through his skull. We never even saw his capstone Skills or best spells.”

The Veteran Hunters chuckled in appreciation, and Deilfec cleared her throat in annoyance.

“This one is clever. He’s no coward, but he pulled back the instant he saw reinforcements coming. We’re looking for barbs to taunt him with from his history, so if any of you wish to pull a book out during your breaks, I have a list. Unfortunately, we do know his weakness of last time will not work in this case. He took a poisoned arrow and died weeks thereafter.”

“Damn. I miss Dorikhem’s old group. We had a [Graverot Poisoner] who could make anti-undead poisons.”

One of the oldest [Hunters] grumbled. Deilfec frowned.

“—We might have a few vials left. If nothing else, that may panic him. For now, we have a plan to lower his guard by failing to take his position again. He may think all we have is the gear we brought for standard combat. When he exposes his position, we have a Drathian hwacha. It’s loaded with five hundred burst-arrows, all anti-magic. Agshiga will charge him.”

“Does His Majesty know how much money we’re shooting at that Revenant?”

Even Visc winced as Haeight tried to guess how much that would cost. Deilfec’s voice was dry.

“He might have winced. Warlord Vrek has to die within the week if possible. Within the month is the priority. He has, I am almost certain, promotion Skills. Those will work on the undead. If he can create five hundred Skeleton Knights or push them past that, we may be up to our ears in Skeleton Lords.”

Everyone fell silent. Haeight shivered, and Deilfec glanced at her.

“That’s all. You’ll be handpicked if the Deathhunt needs you. Not Haeight, so stop worrying. Be more concerned about if those idiots at Ovela keep attacking. I hear they’re bound for the capital within the day. We’ll finally put these rumors of ghosts to rest. Most of you will be making an appearance at court.”

“Are they truly ghosts?”

Loshell frowned. Deilfec shrugged.

“Everything other Hunters have said, spies, and every person who has laid eyes on them indicates they are. How or why they’ve come back is unknown.”

“Maybe Afiele was untouched? No one’s hunted down that tomb in ages…it was properly sealed.”

“Yes. Maybe there are more. Don’t count on it. Nor is this an excuse for your guards to go down. We are arming you with Truegold bolts. Be ready. Haeight, Pictirm, you won’t be there. You already have a hunt.”

Deilfec called out as the group of Veteran Hunters broke up. Haeight’s heart fluttered at the tale of ghosts, and she strode over smartly as the Veteran Hunters muttered. They were concerned about the Revenant, but the ghosts unnerved them.

The one thing that was familiar was that Haeight, as the youngest and newest Veteran Hunter, was definitely a rookie again. They picked on her and teased her in a way she was used to from Fiskren’s Hunter’s Guild.

Agshiga favored Haeight with a smile. Deilfec did not.

“Don’t push yourself trying to be the bad Veteran Hunter. You don’t lie well. And if you’re too red-eyed to aim straight from crying, you’re no use to us.”

Haeight jumped. She gave Pictirm a betrayed look, but the other [Hunter] just scowled. Agshiga murmured.

“It’s on your face, Haeight. Deilfec, can you not be kinder?”

Deilfec retorted.

“I was kind already. Haeight’s young. She needs realism about her levels, not you two coddling her. You’re the most useless Veteran Hunter I have yet, Haeight. When you reach Level 40, I can trust you with my back. Until then, I have to watch yours.”

“Yes, Guildmistress.”

Rolling her eyes, Agshiga stared at the ceiling. But Deilfec had a surprise for all of them.

“With that said, you are Dorikhem’s successor in a sense. Something’s rubbed off on you; we’re allowing you on your first hunt with Piortesenzth. An investigation into the Tomb of Appoheid. Marquis Seelthru’s domain. Agshiga suggested it might be a concern.”

“It comes via Seratoito. I think Seelthru’s covering something up. More than standard undead—he asked Seratoito for a favor. This is sanctioned, and I would go myself but for the ghosts. Piortesenzth is a precaution. Are you sure Haeight is ready?”

So Prince Seratoito was helpful, not the untrustworthy man Haeight had heard him to be? Either that or Agshiga just made use of him. But the Commander of the Deathhunt looked more concerned about Haeight.

“There will be forty-eight other [Hunters], Agshiga. Investigations go either way. Haeight had the wherewithal to survive Havens’ tomb; Piortesenzth is interested in her. Pictirm, keep her safe, and maybe she’ll be relegated to Piortesenzth’s personal escort.”

“That would be a fun way to live. Alright. What’s the composition of Appoheid’s tomb?”

“Unknown. It’s never been opened. But our old blueprints suggest it’s a nice, round spiral descending downwards, like a corkscrew. Then a large, flat area where the first bodies were laid. So plenty of space for you to shoot. Take barricades if there’s not enough cover. You’re in charge, Pictirm. That’s all. I want you on the road by the end of the day.”

So, Haeight found herself in the company of the oldest and scariest member of the Hunter’s Guild.

Hunter Piortesenzth.

——

Escorting Hunter Piortesenzth anywhere was different than any other Veteran Hunter’s hunt. For one thing, you had to walk with his coffin as it rolled. For longer distances, they put him in a wagon or even on top of a carriage, but it was hard.

He spooked the horses. Pictirm, cursing, had to hitch and unhitch sixteen pairs, growing grumpier all the while.

“We might have to actually walk him to Appoheid! If we drop the coffin once, Deilfec will shoot us both. Haeight, go see if they have any ponies or mules who don’t flinch as bad.”

Haeight trotted off, and the Driver’s Guild was abuzz with rumors from the city.

“—saw someone walking through a wall. I swear it—oh, Hunter. None of the horses working?”

“We need ponies or mules. Just bring out all the ones you have, please.”

They ran to do what she wanted. Haeight loitered there uncomfortably, aware of the Veteran Hunters saddled up or waiting on the other wagons. She was almost grateful when a familiar face appeared, though she realized that meant she’d have to lie.

“Haeight? There you are.”

“Cara?”

The Singer of the Synphasia was breathless as she jogged into the Driver’s Guild. Heads turned, and someone recognized her, but Cara looked winded.

“I was looking all over for…Haeight, do you have a second?”

Haeight would have dearly loved to catch up with her friend, but she realized she didn’t know if Cara was in on the Hunter’s Guild’s secrets. She bit her lip, glancing out the doors as Pictirm finally found two ponies who only looked upset and didn’t try to bolt when they got in Piortesenzth’s presence.

“Now’s not a good time, Cara. I’m on a hunt…”

“You always are. Business with the Veteran Hunters? I was actually hoping I could tag along.”

“Impossible.”

Haeight replied instantly. Cara hesitated.

“But if I—”

“If Deilfec gives you permission, yes. Otherwise, no.”

Haeight scrutinized Cara’s face, hoping she could say something. If she could—she’d hug Cara right then and there and beg to talk to someone about what they’d learned. But Cara kicked at the ground.

“I doubt she’ll just agree—no, I can’t get that.”

“Then I’m sorry, Cara, I have to go.”

“Haeight, we’re ready! Stop powdering your nose!”

Pictirm was in a bad mood, and Haeight took a few steps back. She eyed Cara.

“Have you been talking to Deilfec?”

“I had a word with her once, but—it’s been crazy. The royal palace, you know?”

“No.”

Cara smiled weakly at Haeight’s expression.

“Well, they’re arguing about Ovela, even demanding Hunters go to the Ovelian Keep due to all the escalation. Spies, sabotage, and the gh—there’s issues. And you’re on a hunt. Veteran Hunter Haeight.”

“Yes. I can’t talk about it.”

Do you know? Cara met Haeight’s eyes and exhaled.

“It sounds hard.”

“I sleep a lot.”

“Mhm. Haeight—good luck.”

The Veteran Hunter met Cara’s eyes and hesitated, then Pictirm screamed at her, and she was running back to the wagons. Cara raised a hand, and Haeight swore she knew, but then the [Singer] was obliging the Driver’s Guild with a song. Her voice drifted back to Haeight, and the Veteran Hunter wondered why she wanted to come along if she knew.

Well—she had a job to do, and the wagons were on the road within moments. It occurred to Haeight, later, that if Cara really wanted, she could probably get where Haeight was going out of the Driver’s Guild. But if she knew, what was the point?

Soon, Haeight had no reason to think of that or anything else. After all—she was in Piortesenzth’s company. And there were a lot of rules about him.

——

“He is the oldest Hunter in the guild bar none. They dug him up during the Creler Wars; he was in a sealed casket, this one. It’s designed to let him ‘sleep’ until he’s needed, but the magic is so old, it’s fading. The chains are actual Adamantium. If he dies, on a hunt or in his sleep, we’ll know.”

The coffin was lying in the center of the wagon, tied down, but the rust-colored Adamantium chains were wrapped around the coffin itself. Haeight sat on one side of the wagon, Pictirm on the other. Only two other Veteran Hunters were there, both napping.

Even though there was room, the rest of the forty-some Veteran Hunters didn’t want to ride on the wagon. That said how uneasy Piortesenzth made them. Pictirm’s lecture, and the map she passed over, made Haeight’s goosebumps intensify.

“Our job is to escort him around and find out when he’s needed and unleash him. And if he dies, our job is to find one of the contingency zones and toss his coffin into it. Or raise the alarm and buy Deilfec time to put together a kill team. There are relics—Deathslayer Arrows from Rhir—that are earmarked for his death. The moment he dies, they’re to be used on him. Memorize the dump-spots.”

“What’re these spots?”

Haeight stared at the map, which had several areas near Noelictus circled. Pictirm grunted.

“That one’s a huge chasm where we think Krakens are sleeping. This one’s a ‘volcano’. Something that spits molten stone. You know, Dragonslumber Peak? This? This is just Deríthal-Vel. That’s, uh, not the best place, but if we have no other options, one of the ideas is just to throw him down there. It’ll start a war with the Dwarves, but apparently they have something that can destroy him.”

Lava, Krakens, or angry Dwarves? The last one sounded like a joke, but the fact that Piortesenzth needed to be tossed into molten lava, coffin and all, said how much the Hunter’s Guild feared his death.

He would be more dangerous than any Skeleton Lord in moments of dying if he rose. Haeight had seen him take that Skeleton Lord apart.

If anything, she admired the slumbering Piortesenzth more than feared him, and that was probably why she was assigned to escort him. Pictirm certainly gave Haeight a dour look.

“Oh, great. You’re not afraid of him.”

“Well, neither are you, that much.”

The Veteran Hunter of Sloth crossed her arms and glared.

“Yeah. He’s the highest-level monster living that I know of, but he’s still a Hunter. So I get this job. Maybe you’ll be able to take over?”

She smiled at the thought. Then grew serious.

“The point, Haeight, is not to use Piortesenzth. Even Deilfec would rather fire off tens of thousands of gold pieces than waste him for that Revenant. Though she might put him on the task. I think she’s worried about this tomb if Agshiga’s calling the alarm, because I imagine she’d want him in the palace to counter those ghosts.”

“Could he kill ghosts?”

Pictirm laughed, and the other two [Hunters] started chuckling.

“Haeight. He could probably kill Dragons. Our job in an investigation-hunt is to make sure we’re not squandering him on a regular horde. Remember the Tomb of Havens? He could sweep that place, but it’s a waste of his time. He doesn’t have much left, and if possible, he has to survive two more generations of us.”

She sombered, and Haeight couldn’t imagine how long that would be. Pictirm’s voice was weary.

“If he dies on our watch, the Hunter’s Guild is in trouble. That’s how heavy this job is. So! We’re careful when we crack that tomb open. If we need him, he’ll be there. But ideally, he never wakes at all. I don’t know why he asked for you; maybe you impressed him trying to solo a Skeleton Lord. Just answer anything he says. He can wake up in the coffin; it’s not as bad as him leaving it. Time was, he never spoke when he was inside it.”

She was about to go on and had a sheet of emergency contacts and a speaking stone that Haeight was to be given for issues with Piortesenzth, but to Pictirm’s astonishment and everyone else’s—

Piortesenzth spoke.

An old voice, a crackling one that sounded like static electricity on dust, a voice that sounded as ancient as he was—yet still had that sharp quality of a man on the hunt, a waiting predator—echoed from within the coffin.

It was muffled, but clear. Piortesenzth’s tone was lighter than Haeight remembered. Not as deep or bass as she might expect from an entombed legend. It was old, but conversational, and she almost thought she sensed two weary eyes opening.

“The magic fades. In the past, I was in perfect stasis. Now, I sense the world around me changing. A dreamer. Pictirm? I remember you.”

“Hunter Piortesenzth. Can I do anything for you?”

Pictirm shot to her feet, leaning over the coffin, and gave Haeight a look of pure alarm. The other Hunters had sat upright, and one made a signal to the ones behind Piortesenzth. They slowed, spreading out, and Haeight understood in a moment of sudden, pulsing heartbeats why so few were chosen to escort him.

He was terrifying after all. The ponies began accelerating as the Veteran Hunter doing the driving cursed. It felt like someone had a blade to Haeight’s throat, and that was merely his presence. Even when he was trying to be friendly—she sensed the person in the box had thought of how to kill her and could do it in an instant. Not because he was hostile to her; it was clear he seemed to like Pictirm, knowing her name, and Haeight too. It was just…he thought of how to kill everything.

“I am restless. I cannot sleep. I smell…strange scents. I asked for Haeight and you, Pictirm, to answer questions.”

“Can we get you a—a tonic for slumber, Hunter Piortesenzth?”

“It would not work. Assuage me. It will not hurt me to stay awake an hour like this. I cannot rest until my mind is at ease. Is that…Hunter I saw here? The one who fought the Skeleton Lord?”

“Yes, sir. I am Veteran Hunter Haeight. [Axe Hunter of Secrets]. I am honored to help. Can I answer any questions?”

Haeight scrambled over, and Piortesenzth paused. When he replied, his voice was slightly testy.

“No honor.”

“Sir?”

“There is no honor in being in each other’s presence, Hunter. I am not sir. We are the Hunters of Noelictus. Ages have passed since the Hunter’s Guild I knew. I was told it vanished, was remade—we have had Knights of Noelictus. Dark. Dawn. But we are all simply hunters of quarry. When I am dead, someone will replace me.”

He sounded so casual, as if they were sitting on the 2nd Floor and he was some older, Veteran Hunter. Haeight tried to engage him like that; Pictirm clearly didn’t know what to do.

“I’ll remember that, Hunter Piortesenzth. But you’re—the greatest Hunter of the Hunter’s Guild. That’s fair to say, isn’t it? Your class must be amazing.”

It was the most girlish thing to say, but Haeight had always wanted to know Hunter Dorikhem’s class. Piortesenzth actually chuckled.

“No one has asked me my class since the Creler Wars. I expected them to. I suspect it’s written down or they were afraid to ask. I think it sounds silly. Embarrassingly pretentious.”

Even the other Veteran Hunters on the wagon were leaning forwards. Pictirm started elbowing Haeight, and the [Axe Hunter] gulped.

“C-could we ask it if you’re awake?”

He paused and then spoke with a sigh. Embarrassed indeed.

“[Ancient Hunter, Bane of Mortals]. My full title is Hell’s Warden, Deathbane Hunter, Champion of Shade. Final Stalker of the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus, the one who hunts my own kind. In my time, they had flowery classes and titles like that. And there never were Dragons.”

Bane of—Haeight’s mouth was open.

“No Dragons?”

“I never hunted one. There wasn’t a point. They were touchy; some had vast kingdoms, and some were truly dangerous, but there was never a time when I considered it worth the cost. Even the terrible ones were fountains of knowledge and capable of great deeds. If I could have even killed one—I hunted mortals, you see? Not the immortal.”

This was…a wealth of information. Despite her protestations he must remain asleep, Pictirm wasn’t stopping Haeight. Wearily, Piortesenzth continued.

“Perhaps I never should have volunteered to rest and wait for an hour I was needed. Then—someone might have arisen to take my place. I have thought of that, these last few times.”

“The Hunter’s Guild would have perished during the Creler Wars and since. You have been the secret blade of Noelictus for millenia, Hunter Piortesenzth.”

Pictirm reminded him, and Haeight wondered how many times he had emerged like she remembered him in the Kingdom of Shade’s darkest hour. If he was underutilized against Skeleton Lords…the old Hunter clearly disagreed, and his voice was testy.

“You sound like a [Necromancer] I once met. Khelta. The idea of ancient servants, last resorts, contingencies to come forth and lead? I have grown tired of it. The old should not remain above the young forever. But the problem is…some things in this world do not die. Old, crawling beasts who hide under the earth. I was waiting for them. The dead are just a nuisance. They don’t think, most of them. Even Revenants aren’t really a threat.”

The way he spoke, and the agitation in Piortesenzth’s voice, made Haeight suddenly feel a crawl down her shoulder blades. Pictirm tilted her head.

“Revenants? Some can be Level 50 undead! They might not be enemies to you, Hunter Piortesenzth, but the Necromancer has torn apart Terandria for decades.”

The ancient Hunter retorted.

“I met him once. That was a man, not a thoughtless Revenant of the kind you were talking about, spawned in undeath.”

“What’s the difference?”

He tried to explain, and Haeight realized this was worth hearing. She had never questioned why the undead were what they were; they were a fact of life. But Piortesenzth had met more than any other being and observed something—odd.

“The ones spawned out of the tombs are just copies. I’ve met them. Fought them. They sound like the people they once were, remember everything. Same Skills, same mind and intellects, but they hate the living. There’s no reason to it. No grand goals. They’ll kill every living thing from the ants in the soil to nations. Then what? I asked one, once, and she had no idea. They’re just a task without a reason. Ghosts are different. Revenants who are souls who were bound to their bodies are different. They have ambitions, hopes, dreams. The old monsters are different. I have been awake because I keep feeling them around me. Hunter Haeight. Tell me. Have you heard of a…spider crawling around Noelictus?”

“A spider? No, Hunter Piortesenzth—”

Pictirm had gone dead white. She put a finger to her lips, and Haeight’s voice stuttered. Piortesenzth paused.

“Then. Ghosts? I feel spirits on my skin. I am unsettled. Two very old foes have returned. Not always foes. Not always wise to fight them. Tell Deilfec neither one can be allowed to rule the Hunter’s Guild. Tell her…”

He seemed to be drifting off. He had his answer and was grimly resigned to what might come. Either he believed Haeight or had sensed her lie and divined a simple truth. Pictirm muttered as she knelt over the coffin, wiping a bit of dirt from the faded lettering and ancient wood.

“She knows.”

Nothing more came from the box. He slept, and Haeight sat back, limbs trembling, as Pictirm gave Haeight a long stare.

“Ghosts?”

“He gets restless. Ovela’s tomb is one we’ve had to put down; it’s got lots of nasty undead. Every time he reaches the border with Ailendamus, he claims he ‘senses’ something nasty. Don’t let it keep you up at night. We have a simple job. Come on, let’s play some cards or sleep. It’s a long day’s ride, and we’re cracking the tomb the moment we get to it. Dead gods, we might have to kill some regular undead. I trust Marquis Seelthru to keep a good province like I trust Loshell not to eat my dessert.”

Haeight nodded, settling back, but she had to distract herself.

“Why does Commander Agshiga—I mean, Prince Seratoito associate with him, then? The Marquis? Was it a political marriage with her and the [Prince]?”

Why him? Pictirm grunted a laugh.

“You ask her. She likes you. Anyways, don’t worry about the [Prince]. He manages the espionage networks. And he’s survived a Veteran Hunt.”

——

The Tomb of Appoheid was a huge dome of grass and soil grown over the burial mound itself over the years.

The Veteran Hunters reached it deep into the night, practically at dawn, and so late that Pictirm almost changed her mind and ordered them to strike camp so they had light on their side, not that it mattered in the darkness.

But one look at the tomb made her order it breached. Veteran Hunters clustered around the doors, setting up traps and deploying barricades to hunker behind for the opening itself.

They prepared with every contingency they had, and unlike the Dedicated Hunters, carried enchanted weapons, even ordered exotic equipment.

This team for an investigation had [Lesser Teleport] scrolls—though most didn’t work in the tombs where entry and exit wer sealed—an [Illumination] spell, and even, a rarity in this case, two giant Golems made of bone with bright white lights flashing in their constructed bodies.

These were so close to undead as to make Haeight sweat, but they were strong, had huge crushing limbs, and since necromancy was a dangerous liability, the closest that the Hunter’s Guild would allow for backup.

The investigation was only to see if there was trouble. Piortesenzth’s presence was standard when checking a new tomb that hadn’t had problems reported. However, Pictirm saw a warning sign the moment the wagons drew near.

“The top of the tomb’s collapsed inwards. This isn’t good. Prepare to breach! I’m writing Deilfec now. We have to see what’s up there.”

Haeight had never seen something like that before. The doors of Fiskren’s tomb opened or a collapsed entryway or signs of the undead trying to break out, but a breach?

The Hunters were scrambling around, and several were climbing the grassy hill, warily approaching the broken place where earth and stone had fallen inwards.

“Was it pressure? Time?”

“Can’t be. The other Tombs haven’t…did that idiot, Seelthru, breach his own tomb? He said he was digging for gold in one of Agshiga’s reports. Maybe some prospectors tried digging on the hill—how long has that been there? We’ll have to seal it entirely, but that’s a lot harder than a door! I’m calling for quicklime to make concrete; we might even need a sentry.”

“Pictirm, we’re close to the opening. No movement. Do you want us to try securing it with a barrier?”

“Fire a Bolt of Visions first. Brace, everyone…”

One of the [Hunters] on top of the hill loaded a crossbow bolt with a glass eye into his crossbow, then carefully aimed up. He arched the shot up, up—and down into the broken entrance. Meanwhile, the Hunters at the door signaled they were ready to take down the ancient magics.

“It looks resealable, Huntress Pictirm! If we need to, I think we can breach it and close it.”

“Good! Hold! If we can secure the top floors and repair that hole and take down any undead starting to rise, we’ll nip this one in the bud. But I want that ceiling patched so thoroughly no idiot will get in or undead out. What am I looking at? Zombies? Ghouls?”

The Hunters up top were using a scrying orb to see through it. They copied the image to an orb Pictirm was staring at, and Haeight could barely make anything out other than a whirling mass of shadows. There was no light down there—so one fired an Arrow of Illumination out from a bow.

Then, Haeight saw the scrying orb light up, and Pictirm groaned from her teeth.

“No. It’s a rotten tomb.”

There were thousands of undead shambling around the floors that Haeight could see. Glowing-eyed corpses, Ghouls, twisting around as the arrow fell, looking up—

“This entire province might have been overrun if they climbed. Seelthru is lucky! If there were disappearances, unrest—it’s probably only Ghouls or crawling types or fliers that made it out the hole. Pictirm, do we call for Piortesenzth? Backup?”

The Veteran Hunter was staring at the hole and muttering as the scrying orb showed the undead all turning and beginning to move up the spiraling staircases that narrowed and narrowed until they reached a bottom, center floor.

Haeight didn’t have an image of that from where the Bolt of Visions had landed, but something was making her stomach flutter. Pictirm sensed it too.

“They’re reacting to the light and intrusions. Too coordinated. Something is down there. Not Piortesenzth. Not yet. They look like lesser undead. We’re going in. Hunters up top, begin sealing that opening. The rest of you, we’re taking the top floor and then turning the entire tomb into an archery range. See how it spirals downwards? We place barriers here, and we have a clean shot at everything. They might try to climb up or flood the walkway, but it’s nice and tidy.”

“Assuming there’s nothing else nastier.”

“If there is, we wake Piortesenzth. Let’s get ready, Hunters! We’re not here to sit on our asses while he does all the hard work!”

Pictirm snapped back, and Haeight pulled her mithril axes out. Time to do her job. But she did see Pictirm telling one of the Hunters to hold back with the coffin.

“Haeight. You’re staying back, too.”

“I’m a close-combat [Hunter], Pictirm. Let me—”

“You’re a rookie. Stay there and watch. We don’t take risks if we can help it. Not on a Veteran Hunt. On my signal! Slow count from ten. Nine…”

——

The Veteran Hunters breached the Tomb of Appoheid simultaneously. Figures appeared at the opening of the collapsed dome, aiming crossbows down, as the doors were heaved open and figures charged into the darkness.

Zombies. Ghouls. Even fleshy, crawling Crypt Worms, living parasites that could tear skin from your face, reacted to their presence. One worm with tendrils nine feet long reared up—and an explosion blew a hole in its head and rained acid down on all the other undead.

The pink, pulsing body of the Crypt Worm fell, and the zombies and undead screamed out of ruined throats, a gurgling cry as they began to swarm up the steps.

Watching, Haeight could tell how aggressive they were, but Pictirm came in with an aggression to match.

The Hunter who practiced sloth and long-ranged fighting still knew how to secure an area. Hunters charged forwards, deploying metal barricades with spikes on the front to stop the undead’s advance at regular intervals, but they wanted to secure the first floor. Pictirm had already set up a space where she was cranking bolt after bolt at high-value targets, sending explosive bolts into clusters of the dead.

The Veteran Hunters were chattering on the speaking stones they used, a flurry of terse voices.

“Watch the climbers—”

“Ghouls. Whalegrease vial!”

“That’s working. They’ve lost purchase—”

“I see something big moving below. Identification?”

“Keep back from the Crypt Worms! They’ll tear your skin off your bones!”

Haeight was trembling, wishing she were in the front ranks hacking down the undead. But the Veteran Hunters didn’t need her. The ones putting up the final barricade had long-ranged weapons, spears, glaives, and even a lance they charged into undead. The lance would pierce the soft bodies, then explode with jagged spikes of metal, impaling everything it hit.

It was going so well that Pictirm clearly didn’t believe it.

“Looks like we’re seeing the barest beginning of this tomb activating. Nice layout that favors us on attack and defense…so long as we don’t get flying undead, this is too easy. How’s my patch?”

Hunters above were pouring a kind of concrete over a barrier spell they used to form the mold, but Haeight could hear them swearing and cursing.

“We’re going to hammer spikes of Dwarfsteel through, Pictirm. Crossbars and we’ll cook this concrete solid. But there is a lot of death-magic emanating from the top. I could use some nature magicore to neutralize it.”

Magicore of the earth counteracted death magic. Pictirm instantly agreed.

“Shovel it on there! Haeight, run it up! Can you put a totem-ward in it?”

“Working on it.”

Haeight found a huge basket loaded with supplies and saw the green, earth-powered magicore. She shoveled it into her bag of holding, then ran up the hill, legs straining against the uneven, treacherous terrain.

It wasn’t like the rush was that critical; it would take at least an hour if they could hold that long to assess the quality of the patch, and ideally, they’d be destroying the undead bodies too, thinning the amount they had to come back and deal with later. This might even be an all-day hunt if they thought they could destroy a lot of undead without risk.

But something was wrong. She and every Veteran Hunter began to sense it, and one spoke through the speaking stone.

“I see it again! Something gigantic is at the bottom. Pictirm!”

“Prepare to fall back. I need to see it. It doesn’t look like a Crypt Worm. I don’t even think it can fit if it wanted to climb up. What is—? Out! Out! Get out of the crypt now!”

She began shouting, and Haeight stumbled on her way up. The Hunters sealing the hole jerked, and Haeight heard a shout of desperation.

“Wailing Pit! It’s the largest I’ve ever—get out of t—”

Then the Greater Undead, the pulsing mass of flesh and faces, a sea of bodies at the bottom of the Tomb of Appoheid, rose. Like a giant slug, or amoeboid body, rising upwards. A Wailing Pit.

Haeight had never seen one, only heard of them. It was made up of faces. Heads, lips, tongues, and teeth, all fused into one being that resembled a rolling sea of flesh, the purest and simplest expression of undeath’s horrors.

They could speak and lured their victims to them. Some could cast magic if they ate dead [Mages] and grew, but she didn’t understand why Pictirm was shouting. Then Haeight felt the ground tremble as the one in the pit below rose and screamed.

Tens of thousands of faces, artificial gaps of moldering flesh, and the lungs of the dead shrieked into the night. They produced a cacophony, a sound greater than anything Haeight had ever heard in her life. More than just volume—the Wailing Pit screamed pure death into the air. It screamed, and Hunters died.

The ones who got the worst of it were the ones at the top of the opening in the tomb. The sound had only two places to go; the entrances and the pit’s broken ceiling. Haeight saw the air ripple—and a Veteran Hunter who had been hammering a spike of metal into the ground to reinforce the patch stumbled.

The black-clad figure didn’t put their hands over their ears. He never tried to dodge or move. He just fell, face-first, into the pit, tumbling into the tomb.

Dead. The scream was pure death magic so powerful Haeight felt her heart stop. It fluttered to life only after the wail faded, ten seconds of agony, and Haeight picked herself up off her knees. She looked up, and only one of the eight Veteran Hunters was crawling away from the hole.

“Pictirm! Pictirm!”

Haeight screamed into the speaking stone. But she realized her ears weren’t even ringing. She felt wetness, touched her ears, and blood was running from both of them. So Haeight tumbled down the dome, towards the doors. When she saw the Hunters collapsed inside, she feared they were all—

Bodies on the ground. Veteran Hunters getting back up. Some had plugged their ears. Others were already fighting, trying to shoot the undead who had grown stronger as the Wailing Pit screamed power into their flesh. Zombies were crawling over the barrier, but a crossbow fired, and an explosion soundlessly tore them apart.

Huntress Pictirm was alive. She and her command group had been inside a jade bubble that burst as Haeight watched—it had absorbed some of the sound and death magic.

But they were all in full retreat. Haeight looked down and saw the Wailing Pit now, a spire of flesh rising upwards.

It looked like some kind of grotesque mouth filling the entire bottom of the Tomb of Appoheid. And the spire rising up that had screamed—a tongue.

It was the largest undead she had ever seen. The moment she looked at it, Haeight felt despair. How could anyone hack that thing apart? She might take down the spire if it held still, but cut that sea of flesh in twain with her axes? She could be given a day and not make a dent.

Fall back! Fall back! Pictirm was screaming soundlessly. Hunters were flooding backwards, triggering more barrier spells in case the scream came again. It was going to keep shrieking until they were all dead.

Over ten Veteran Hunters dead in a moment. Haeight raised a crossbow and fired her own fiery shot into the ghouls chasing Pictirm as her group ran. However, the Veteran Hunter just pointed, redirecting the Hunters back.

Yet not to completely free. She cast a look over her shoulder and mouthed something. Haeight couldn’t hear it, deaf, but the Veteran Hunter made a motion, and the Hunters charged.

To do what? They had barely survived one scream; would they survive two? Three? Haeight lifted her axes, running forwards, and her panicked mind suddenly remembered their trump card.

She looked over her shoulder as a shadow entered the Tomb of Appoheid. He passed her in a second, so fast that she only saw his ancient armor, his glowing eyes, and once more, Piortesenzth emerged from his coffin. He paused at the railing, staring down into that tomb at his foe.

His face was grim, but the ancient Hunter merely drew his blades and dove over the railing at the Wailing Pit without hesitation. Then Haeight saw Pictirm and the other Hunters rallying and Pictirm aiming her crossbow down. Mouthing at Haeight.

Cover him.

——

Piortesenzth fell through the tomb, blades drawn, eyes on his foe. A great one this time. A Wailing Pit.

It should never have been allowed to grow this big. He had heard it scream and felt his brothers and sisters die.

It had the voice to kill every living thing who heard it. Only a banshee could be more terrible, and this one was so vast as to be louder than a hundred banshees in concert.

He had to kill it.

But, oh, he was weary. That conversation with Haeight and Pictirm felt like it had been mere moments ago, but he had meant every word.

Even killing the Skeleton Lord had been—harder—than it should. A time when he could have bested it without Skills, fearing no injuries, had passed.

I cannot keep waking for these battles. To me, it feels as if mere months since I last fought in those Creler Wars. I am so…

Tired.

He saw it in Haeight, in the moment he passed her by and saw her white hair whirling in desperation, pain and determination in her eyes.

She had fought as a Hunter for years, despairing, struggling. He would never gainsay that. But he could tell no one—it felt like he had been battling without end for centuries. That rest in the coffin was too perfect. He laid his head down after fighting one great foe only to rise and be asked to slay another in moments.

This one was—

Hard.

It screamed before he even reached it. The Wailing Pit was building up power for another great burst, but it could still use the countless mouths, and it spat [Deathbolts] up at him, muttering the words of magic, curses, profane insults.

It could drive you to insanity if you listened. Piortesenzth focused on the magic, swinging his blades, deflecting and cutting through the death magic that rose in a storm. He saw a huge, gaping maw open and twisted—

“[Shadow Jump].”

A lesser Skill. He appeared on one of the lower floors, pouncing out of the shadow of a Flesh Worm, which screamed as he cut it in twain. Piortesenzth whirled and saw a cone of dust rippling where the scream had aimed for him.

Sound was so hard to stop. It would go through his bones, tear his insides apart, and murder him from volume alone. Ah, but he did have this foe, though. The ‘tongue’ was retreating downwards, trying to escape him. He leapt off the railings again and whispered as he swung his swords.

No time for lesser Skills. No time for artifice or cunning. Just brute strength.

“[Sword Art: A Giant Cleaved Mountains].”

One of his greatest Skills for hunting beasts far larger than he. It had no use on clever foes. But this?

He felt like he could see the Giant who had taught him that move standing at his back, still. A booming laugh, frozen skin, and an axe forged into a weapon larger than most buildings swung with a roar through the tomb.

The blow caught the Wailing Pit, and a sea of flesh heaved upwards. The earth shook, but Piortesenzth’s blade was subtler than a bludgeon. He traced a path through half of the spire of flesh—then the monster twisted, and his blade failed to pass through the rest.

The impact still tore the rest of the Wailing Pit’s body off, and Piortesenzth watched in satisfaction as it slammed into the side of the tomb, collapsing floors, writhing—a full fourth of the monstrosity severed.

Not destroyed, but the two sides were damaged. Now, the Greater Undead was screaming, but undirected, and Piortesenzth knew he had to strike.

So he raised his sword overhead as he continued falling.

“[Hydra’s Flame]!”

His swords ignited with the burning breath of a Flame Hydra, and he plunged them into the skin of the Wailing Pit as he landed, sinking boots-deep into it. He cut around himself and watched the skin bubble and smoke and burn in an instant.

A hot flame to ignite flesh. It was just made of mortal bodies. Good. He could do this.

“[Riven Stab].”

He tore open a chasm beneath him, and the burning heat began to incinerate everything it touched, consuming the Wailing Pit. Piortesenzth was not immune from counterattack; the mouths were screaming in close-range, and he dodged another [Deathbolt], a black stain of light, that was aimed at his back. But he was leaping, slashing, tearing at the Wailing Pit as it writhed in agony. Seeking to destroy it.

The lesser undead were flooding to the Wailing Pit’s defense, literally leaping off the upper floors after him. Most turned to paste from the fall, but their bodies were enough of a danger. A Ghoul landed, poised to leap, and a quarrel nailed it through the head.

Pictirm. Piortesenzth was sliding down the Wailing Pit’s side, using a blade and gravity to leave a burning cut on its body all the way down. He was prepared to use his second great Skill to make an end to this.

The effort of activating two great Skills made him pant, but he sensed a quick resolution to his battle. It made him careless.

Piortesenzth spoke, his voice ragged with breathlessness as his blades glowed, and he felt the effort in his very bones.

Once more! Once more—

“[The Hunt Began in Silence]/[Each Shadow, a Blade in the Dark, a Hunter].”

He vanished. The Wailing Pit’s voices ceased. The Tomb of Appoheid fell silent, and the darkness within became yellow eyes, jagged and old, and a silver blade emerged.

Not one, but hundreds. Thousands of Piortesenzths, each swinging one time before vanishing.

The power of the oldest of Hunters grew with darkness, and the undead loved it. His flaming sword cleaved through zombies and ghouls and the Crypt Worms, who had not even time to scream in horror before they were cut, but the hail of slashes, stabs, and burning cuts descended on his greatest quarry: the Wailing Pit.

Soundlessly, it was engulfed in flames, shredded by a volley of attacks that refused to end. Piortesenzth’s arms were burning, but with each shadow, he landed another strike on the monstrosity.

Killing it faster than belief. Even the Veteran Hunters above were frozen in awe, and he regretted that. If I were not here, they would have replaced me.

How much l—

Piortesenzth was in a thousand places at once, countless shadows each plotting an attack, engulfed in a void of silence. It was impossible for any regular foe to even contemplate striking him, a literal shadow, even if they could retaliate in that moment of his attack.

Yet something did strike him. The old Hunter sensed it too late, his narrow focus. Tunnel vision. He had focused on this one foe like a rank novice. Assuming—

Assuming there was only one Greater Undead in this wretched tomb.

A scream tore his Skill to shreds. A shriek like no other that ran through the earth, magnified by this place, directed wholly on him. A second Wailing Pit, hidden in the darkness, almost as large as the first. The sheer sound of it ripped at his power. But it was the third Wailing Pit that tore his power asunder.

Piortesenzth appeared on top of the first Wailing Pit, stumbling, the shadows vanishing as two more Wailing Pits rose, both shrieking with such sound that the Veteran Hunters fell. The tomb shook, and Piortesenzth felt the death magic reaching for him.

Trap.

A fool. They were not simple beings. Three! Even he would have backed away, chosen a dif—

The sound was shaking his soul to pieces. It was tearing holes in his being, and they were trying to snuff his very life out and bring him back. He was vibrating in place so hard, trying to leap to a shadow, but the sound itself held him as the first Wailing Pit joined in, a plaintive howl weaker than the other two.

How long he endured, he could not say. The screams only died down as fire lanced one of the Wailing Pits, explosions, even a vortex of gravity that sucked pieces of the third one into nothingness.

Veteran Hunters. Pictirm. She was waving down to Piortesenzth, firing as fast as she could. The Wailing Pits reacted to the mortals above, turning upwards, gathering strength for another cry, and the Veteran Hunters pointed down.

Flee! He could hear nothing, see almost nothing; his eyes were filled with blood. The oldest of Hunters saw that flash of white hair, two axes as Haeight held the undead off.

They wanted him to run. At the bottom of the Tomb of Appoheid, he smiled, blood running from his lips. It had always been like this at the end of a hunt.

How many of his comrades and friends had he screamed towards? How many times had he reached out?

No. He could not fly. Nor would these beasts give him time to run. They would shriek again and kill everything. He, they wanted. A great foe.

“Then we all end here.”

Piortesenzth’s two swords rose in his hand. He threw the first and swept its twin to one side, carrying the blade two-handed through the air. He cut three dozen places, slashing into the first Wailing Pit, drawing black bile and cutting it deep. It shrieked, and the other two rounded on him—

He appeared where the second blade had lodged into the other Wailing Pit, spun, landing on the putrid floor, and heaved the blade forwards in a thrust. The entire body of the second Wailing Pit trembled, rippling with pain as his arms moved.

Cut, and cut deep. Until it is so mortally wounded it can no longer reform. It began to scream, and his bones were vibrating, and he felt himself dying.

“You will have to turn me to dust to kill me.”

He tore his sword loose and activated a Skill. Then another. The third Wailing Pit was shrieking loudest of all at the Hunter. It did not have him yet.

He was no longer dreaming of his end. There was no thought to his survival or defeat. Only three beasts to slay at any cost. They were tearing each other apart, the pits of flesh trying to slam him down with sheer strength—a single figure ripping flesh apart, slashing with a sword, snarling at them until his last breath.

As a proper Hunter should die.

——

Haeight was screaming with every other Hunter. The healing potion in her veins had restored her hearing, but what of him?

“Piortesenzth! Piortesenzth!”

It was too late. He fought at the bottom of that pit, his own healing potions and tools of his trade flashing around him. Swords gleaming, ancient poisons and fire sending pith and smog upwards.

But he was going to die.

Two Wailing Pits were grievously injured, but the third was unharmed. She saw him slowing and knew he was going to fall. Yet the Hunter was determined to die fighting.

“Pictirm! We have to jump!”

A Veteran Hunter was poised to leap, to jump down there and use magic to try and haul Piortesenzth up. The last weapon of the Hunter’s Guild—

“No. This is his end.”

Pictirm, the Veteran Hunter of Sloth, gazed down into the darkness below. Then she shouted, and the remaining Veteran Hunters raised their heads.

“The last Great Hunter of Noelictus is finishing his weary hunt! To arms! Send him on his way.”

Then they were at the railings, crossbows in hand, loosing quarrels and arrows down, dying fireflies of light, aiming at the monstrous undead below, raising their hands as he faltered and fell to their knees. Hunters, screaming triumph and despair.

——

That was the Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus. That was Haeight, tears running down her face as another hope died fighting filth without a word of regret.

As Cara had ever known her. If you saw that truth—did you understand?

The Singer stood, staring down through that gap in the Tomb of Appoheid. Her body trembled in terror. She had heard a voice that did not belong in this world screaming, and it sounded like death incarnate.

She gazed down at the Hunters, and even now, when she turned her head, they did not look all convinced. Even now—she saw Ser Dalius’ eyes wide with horror, confusion. How had it come to this?

Yet it was one woman who looked at the Wailing Pits, at the foul undead climbing through the once-brilliant tomb, and her eyes and hair caught flame. She did not say a word, for she did not agree with this land she had woken to.

However, Arteis Ladel had always recognized courage. The [Paladin] drew her sword, and Cara thought the sun rose as the ghost turned into painful, searing sunlight.

Then she dove past the Hunters, who looked up as Ser Dalius and the ghosts of Afiele followed her, the cry of the Kingdom of Shade on their lips.

The [Paladin] plunged down like a ray of light, and the weary Hunter, Piortesenzth, looked up, and his eyes saw her blaze as she fell. Her blade plunged into the third Wailing Pit, and she began to burn with a blaze that had never gone out, even in death.

Yet she burns.

He lifted his gaze, and a [Knight] cleaved apart the falling mass of flesh trying to bury Hunter Piortesenzth. Ser Dalius raised his sword skywards, and above him, Haeight looked up and then fell to her knees.

Then she heard it. A voice, singing light down into the tomb. The Veteran Hunters looked up—then without a word, Pictirm collapsed. Some lay or fell to their knees or simply stood, panting, and Haeight’s eyes blurred with tears.

At last, she could let herself a moment of weakness. For even when she wiped them away—she heard Cara singing. At last—she looked down as the Wailing Pits began to die and dared to dream. After so long, fighting alone—

Reinforcements had finally arrived.

——

The arrival of the ghosts of Afiele did not end the battle against the undead of the Tomb of Appoheid in a moment like some glorious charge.

…But it was pretty damn close. Cara, watching from the dome’s opening as she tried to resuscitate the fallen [Hunters], only caught part of the fighting. But she realized that there was a kind of rock-paper-scissors at play.

The living could kill the dead, but death magic like the Wailing Pits’ screams could wipe out the living en-masse. In a place like Noelictus, anyone who died became a zombie, and the undead could become a wave of pestilence, death, and terror that was difficult to put down.

You had to hack them apart, blow them to pieces. But you know what didn’t care about claws or fangs? Ghosts.

Ghosts didn’t heed sound. Or if the Wailing Pits’ voices did damage, it wasn’t nearly as pronounced as it was on the Hunters.

In addition, death magic? Death magic just made ghosts stronger. Arteis and Dalius, united in purpose, hacked apart the three Wailing Pits as the other ghosts stormed the tomb.

The only parts that were tricky were the sheer numbers of the undead and destroying the corpses. The flame that Piortesenzth had called had burnt the undead beyond repair, but once Pictirm found her voice, she gave swift orders.

“All of them. Put all of them in the center of the tomb. Just kick them down, and burn everything black.”

“You cannot char that many corpses. Even my light and flame will have trouble with it.”

Paladin Arteis’ face was one of disgust as she looked down at the sweltering puddle that was the three Wailing Pits. Cara was almost sure they were dead; they had been bisected into pieces until the giant masses literally started falling apart, but now they were rotting, and the stench…

She was trying not to puke, but she opened her mouth to say something, so it came out. Which was…not how she wanted to look in front of the Veteran Hunters.

Ser Dalius was still warily kicking bodies into the pit, but someone held Cara’s head. Haeight handed Cara some water in a flask, and Cara dry-heaved again.

It smelled so foul—Arteis eyed Cara and then nodded to Pictirm.

“We have not enough wood. It will be the work of days to cut down enough local timber and keep the fires burning. Else we will have plague-type undead festering within the week.”

“No. Burn them all to ash. Then we’ll plant as much damn magicore and plants on top of them. We have [Scrolls of Rapid Growth]. Lichen.”

“Lichen?”

Arteis was utterly confused. However, Ser Dalius rose, spitting curses.

“Now I wish to turn my nose off—of course! The Order of Shadowed Blooms knew of this. Nature magic, the power of it, is as close to life magic as you can get! It won’t be fit for habitation; the things that grow on corpse rot are still foul, but it may suck up all the death magic.”

“Yes. Long enough for us to come back and destroy the rest. Every single body we can find—and the ones in the coffins—must be burned.”

Pictirm spat into a handkerchief and tried to clean out one bloody ear. Arteis frowned.

“Even the ones yet unrisen? My brothers and sisters—!”

Then the Veteran Hunters froze, and the ghosts looked to one another. It was Dalius who spoke.

“This is the task of the Hunter’s Guild. To put this corruption of bodies to rest. Arteis—if this is happening in every tomb?”

“My fellow [Knights]. The bodies of [Kings] and heroes! Turned to that monstrosity? I knew brave men and women of Appoheid. This is wrong. How can this happen? Were the seals poor? What happened to the ghosts?”

Mustrec was staring down at the filth and decay that had set into this place for thousands of years. In hindsight, it might have been the Wailing Pits that caused the breach in the tomb. They had grown powerful beyond belief.

“At least the ones who have risen. Please—we would put them back in the graves and reseal them, but the entire Hunter’s Guild wouldn’t be able to. We have tried for centuries.”

Pictirm pleaded with the ghosts, and Arteis’ eyes fell on her. Then the woman jerked her head to Cara.

“I would not have believed this if I did not see it with my own two eyes. Fear not. I see now why the crown is so disturbed. I see…this disaster, thanks to Cara. Every undead, at least, shall be turned to ash. After such perversion of their remains, we can do no less.”

The shock of witnessing the truth of Noelictus had the ghosts and Hunters united in purpose. Solemnly, the ghosts began piling the undead, and Arteis and the Hunters began using Skills and magic to char as much as possible.

Arteis was the most powerful of them all. Cara had heard Dalius say it, but she had wanted to believe he was better. And he was! Dalius, like in his battle with the giant made of bones, was a fearless, strong [Knight] who plunged into battle swinging his greatsword with a wrath that even the other ghosts respected.

But Arteis? She had the power of that light and flame on her side, and she fought like she and the sword were one thing. Which made sense, if she had been taught by angels.

Seriously. Cara’s head still spun, but she was busy checking on the Hunters. Many had died from the Wailing Pit’s scream, but to her utter relief, three woke up, including one on the top of the dome.

They were deaf and, in one case, partially blind because their eyes had burst with blood exploding out of their veins, but they were loaded into the wagons, and one carriage was sent screaming back towards Menorome as fast as could be.

The person everyone was concerned about was the one that had come from the coffin, though.

Hunter Piortesenzth. When the ghosts carried him up out of the center of the tomb, Cara thought he was dead.

He was covered head to toe in blood, not a part of him left clean. His raggedy armor looked even more beaten, and his skin seemed shredded and loose, as if the wails had been trying to tear it off his flesh.

“Piortesenzth! Are you—?”

“Do not…put me back in the coffin. Not yet. I need to heal. Potions. Do you have any?”

Pictirm chose her best, and he drank it slowly, panting. He grabbed at something, then tossed two bloody blades to Haeight.

“Take them. Stand back. If I die, behead me. Then lop off my arms and legs.”

Arteis turned and put a hand on her sword as Haeight opened her mouth to protest. She treated that old Hunter with reverence, and Cara sensed Piortesenzth was dangerous. He felt like…Belavierr. Not in any sinister way, but just old. Like he didn’t fit in this world.

Like a proper, medieval [Knight] would be out of place in a modern city. Not a cosplayer, but an actual person like Ser Dalius or Ser Raim, staring around at this perplexing reality.

Yet the ghosts? He eyed Arteis with wariness, yet she put her hand on her sword’s hilt.

“You shall be put to rest if you die, warrior. I swear it. But I have seen those of your ilk. I do not think this is your final hour.”

That was incredible to Cara, who thought Piortesenzth was going to die of infections if nothing else. But it seemed the ancient Hunter agreed.

“I thought it was my end. Now? Aaah. Potions. They were so rare in my time. Now, anyone can heal such wounds with ease.”

“Yes! Exactly!”

Ser Dalius looked delighted as he reappeared, flying with a bunch of magicore to place down as well as seeds the Hunters were using. Even Arteis nodded.

“I was told everyone had a healing potion. In each home! What happened to begging a Unicorn for help or going to the Dryads? A [Sage] could sell you one—for the cost of a house!”

The ghosts and Piortesenzth instantly bonded over these young people and their free healing potions. Cara was reminded of how old Dalius actually was and annoyed because he was acting like it. The oldest Hunter smiled, wiping at his mouth.

“I do think I might survive. But I cannot return to my rest. Not in the same way. I am wounded—worse than I can remember since the Creler Wars. I must rest outside of the [Stasis] spell. Deilfec will have to do without me.”

“Of course, Hunter Piortesenzth. Water. Water for him and—”

He grunted as one of the ghost-[Mages] obliged him with a shower of water. It dripped off his black skin, and Cara saw, to her amazement, him flex an arm and grimace.

“I have lost enough blood. At least the Wailing Pits were not as foul as the Putrid One’s minions.”

“Ah, another name I recognize! Did someone put down that horror rightly?”

Arteis’ eyes flashed, and Piortesenzth looked up.

“Yes. On Izril’s shores. I do not fear the touch of any plague but his.”

“You sure? Someone should clean those injuries—”

Cara wasn’t going to object to much, but she really felt like disinfecting the blood and corpse-rot covered injuries was valid. Piortesenzth glanced at her.

“You’re the one who sang. A [Singer]?”

“She was a Hunter for a time. Not one of us, but—she’s served and knows the secret of Noelictus, evidently. Though she should have told no one!”

Pictirm finally regained her glower, but it had little force. Relief dominated, and Arteis jerked her chin up.

“Someone should have told us!”

“We would have only listened to Cara. Imagine seeing this in the Royal Crypt, Arteis? Understanding this is not someone’s doing—I would have questions whether a [Necromancer] ruled Noelictus, myself.”

Dalius’ comment made Cara relieved she had gone to the effort of following Haeight. Arteis’ glower turned into folded arms.

“I still do not know if this is some infernal plan. But I will allow the Hunter’s Guild is on the right side of this battle. As for infection, my aura will hold back any taint of blood.”

“Right. Good. But also, that’s stupid. Unless that actually works? Listen, soap is bad, but maybe some rubbing alcohol? You do know how infections work, right?”

Cara felt the need to explain basic hygiene and germ theory, but Arteis just laughed, throwing her head back.

“I have never been sick after I gained my Aura of Radiance! I burn with a cleansing light!”

She was serious. Cara turned weakly to Haeight, who did have something to clean wounds with. But Piortesenzth just waved it off.

“Rub it on my wounds if you wish, but I don’t need stitching. I will heal fast enough to make it pointless. Same for the infectious things. I was once told they were a bunch of tiny pests. I used to fear it; now, they avoid me, it seems. See?”

He held up one arm, and Cara couldn’t tell if he was germ-free, but she realized all the cuts on his body had stopped bleeding. Because he had willed himself to stop bleeding?

He was a high-level Hunter after all. In fact, when he accepted his swords back from Haeight, Piortesenzth didn’t bother cleaning them—he just swung both so hard that he sprayed all the material off them.

Even the ghosts looked impressed by him. Ser Mustrec rubbed at his head.

“Are you the legendary [Hunter] I heard tell of when the Creler Wars were at their worst? I did not live through all of it, but I was a boy when they began. By the time I had fought in Avel, I heard tell of a shadow who killed swaths of the horrors alone. A reaper, but one that inspired hope, not fear.”

Piortesenzth twisted around to look at Mustrec, and he passed a hand across his face.

“So that is how old you are, ghost. Yes. I was there. What a strange thing to be older than a ghost. I had a difficult time fighting many of their ilk. They heard my thoughts, and the most dangerous of them fled any strong foe and attacked in cunning ways. I recall the trouble of trapping or catching them in flight.”

“Another war I missed! Then how old are you, Hunter? How can one of your kind survive so long? Do you remember the Infernal Court, on Rhir?”

“Rhir was empty when I lived. A fool’s errand to settle it.”

Piortesenzth frowned at her, and Dalius waved a hand.

“That’s what I said! Would that mean you recall the Order of Shadowed Blooms? There weren’t many [Hunters] around that I recalled, but you sound contemporaneous of my Order!”

The ghosts began comparing notes as the Hunters listened. Haeight was feeling at Pictirm’s ears, and the Veteran Hunter was whispering to her.

“This is insane. Deilfec’s screaming on my speaking stone—I need to tell her what’s going on, but I can’t hear well. Just—ow—get the blood out. Tell me if you think my eardrums are gone.”

Piortesenzth’s voice made both Hunters and Cara look over in fascination.

“We were not the ‘Hunter’s Guild’ back then. At first, it was just a few of us, slaying monsters. By the time I volunteered to rest, we were a formal group. The Order of Shadowed Blooms…I think I recall some [Knights] of Teitvetree? Not Terandrian.”

“The Order of Teivetree was a founding Order before mine. So you predate my Order—the Hunter’s Guild must have collapsed and then the Order of Shadowed Blooms founded, before the Creler Wars! How long ago were you?”

Piortesenzth shrugged.

“Long enough for a [True Stasis] spell to be possible. It’s apparently beyond legends these days. I remember ghosts of Noelictus, Scrolls of Rebirth such that the dead could come back to life properly—and Giants. I knew, when I woke, they were all gone. They had left. The mountains looked emptier without seeing a Giant slumbering next to one.”

All the ghosts went quiet, and even Arteis looked sympathetic. She planted her sword in the ground and nodded as the smoke rose from the tomb, and she looked Piortesenzth in the eyes.

“Old days, strange warrior. Tell me your name. I am Arteis Ladel, and we are joined in purpose in this strange Noelictus. A conspiracy is afoot, and it seems instead of a lack of battle, we must make war in every corner of Noelictus. From the border to the very resting places of our dead!”

Dalius looked exasperated, but he nodded as he turned to Cara. His eyes were alight with a sudden weariness.

“No more ghosts. No more of our kin. But now I see it. Instead of mice…”

They had a kingdom of undead to put to rest. But they were here. That was more than something.

——

Hunter Haeight and Cara had the most words uninterrupted on the ride back to Menorome. Pictirm had the unenviable task of telling Deilfec and the others what had gone down. First, she had to explain how bad the Tomb of Appoheid had been and that Piortesenzth was wounded and unable to continue his duties as he had been.

Then she had to tell them the ghosts had all learned the truth of Noelictus—but were on their side! She ended up riding back in a storm with Arteis and several ghosts, but Ser Dalius reassured Cara that now they understood, the ghosts would not be wrothful.

“This is disturbing beyond belief, Cara, but it seems obvious those undead were not directly controlled by anyone in the palace, like we feared. That kind of Wailing Pit was…frankly irresponsible for even the most powerful of [Necromancers] to create.”

“Even a [Necromancer] of legends would not wish to have it. They have wills of their own.”

Piortesenzth agreed. He was resting on some blankets, just sleeping or perhaps admiring the stars. He was not in his coffin, and Cara and Haeight were sitting, chomping down on food like starving animals.

“What are you going to do?”

Dalius looked puzzled.

“Slay the undead, of course. Even Arteis agreed to forsake returning to Ovela to do this. We will likely split by tomb and try to put as many bodies to rest. There are merely two hundred of us, but we do not tire. The greatest concern will be if some of the undead can hurt us. Some can. We will be careful, but this Deilfec can surely tell us where the worst areas are.”

“You’d do that? Truly?”

Haeight looked up with such relief in her eyes that Dalius stopped and bowed—and the wagon rumbled away until he floated after them.

“Yes. Undead are a horror. No matter when we died, we all know the risks, and to see the tombs empty of guardians and occupied by that scourge…I just cannot understand what happened to the ghosts. What plagued Afiele seems to have engulfed the Kingdom of Shade. Afiele was the one spared. Imagine that.”

Dalius was unhappy, worried, and Cara reached out for his hand.

“Dalius. I’m sorry. I learned it, too.”

He reached out, held her hand, and nodded.

“Thank you, Cara. But do not worry; at least I see I am needed. I should fly after Arteis. Someone will need to watch over Culin and Sasi, but if any tomb is as bad as that one—we will investigate them all. Be it months or years, we will help stop this madness. Cara, I will see you back at Menorome if possible.”

With that, he flew ahead. It was Haeight who let out a breath as she sat back, still chewing on noodles from a pot she’d poured hot water into. It was, to Cara’s huge amusement, something Allorev himself had made: a kind of instant noodle for hungry Hunters. Haeight swallowed, then looked at Cara.

“If this is a dream—don’t wake me from it. This is surreal. Incredible.”

“It may be trouble.”

Piortesenzth lifted his hat, and one gleaming yellow eye, like a cat’s, fixed on Cara and Haeight. The younger Huntress ducked her head, but Cara addressed him.

“I know Ser Dalius. He’s a good ghost. Really, truly. I ended up in the Tomb of Afiele by accident, and he saved my life. I really think the ghosts of Afiele came back without knowing what was happening. They said there should be thousands from Afiele alone.”

“You entered a tomb?”

Both Hunters were shocked and appalled, and nothing would do but Cara explain the truth of how she had come to Afiele. Haeight had known and guessed some of it, but she looked stricken at the tale of how Afiele had been forced to stand against the undead alone.

“Deilfec must have thought the entire tomb was corrupted. Just like how she’d have sent the royal army to fight here, if she had any notion three Wailing Pits of that size were down there.”

“Afiele. No, I don’t remember it. Why Afiele, spared? Because it is so far from the capital? I never asked why the ghosts vanished. I must rest. Rest, and think on this. I am grateful to be alive, but so weary—I hope the Hunters of Noelictus have some relief. We have all been worn to the bones.”

Piortesenzth turned in his bedding, shaking his head. Cara saw him lie still, then drift off in seconds. She didn’t know if he was faking it, but the ability of tired Hunters to fall asleep at the drop of their hats wouldn’t surprise her.

Haeight looked so tired. So relieved, as she started eating again. There were these dried green toppings, mushrooms, and other things you could rehydrate with hot water. The [Axe Hunter] was so hungry she poured a huge pile of them, dry, on her noodles and started eating them without bothering to let them soak.

Crunch, crunch.

“So. You knew the ghosts, Cara. And you know the secret of Noelictus. Are the two connected?”

“It seems so. Where ghosts vanish, undead rise. Either way, something’s gone wrong; the entire system is ‘corrupted’ across Noelictus. Ser Dalius and Afiele’s tomb being almost pure save for mice—whatever’s made the ghosts vanish, it’s causing this problem.”

“Yes. That sounds right. But what? Time? Who, if anyone? Piortesenzth mentioned a ‘spider’ and trouble at Ailendamus—but he also doesn’t like ghosts.”

Cara’s skin prickled at the mention of Belavierr. Of course. Belavierr offered her services to help with the undead problem, but who was to say if she caused it? Maybe it was Ailendamus?

That was the final, final mystery to solve. And Cara would just bet the Spider was to blame. But how did you fight her?

Apparently, she had harassed Sasi and Seraphel, and if even ghosts couldn’t track her down…Cara changed the subject.

“We’ll all be searching now, and at least you have help. Ghosts don’t get tired, they can fight—isn’t this a solution to a lot of problems?”

“Everything but the Royal Crypt. I doubt even they can kill a Revenant. From what it sounds like, that thing that Guildmistress Deilfec is planning to destroy is as strong as that Ser Dalius. The ghosts are, like Piortesenzth, irreplaceable. Better to have them kill zombies than risk one being lost.”

“True…”

“And there is war with Ailendamus. I heard tell it might come to it. Deilfec complains whenever the Landsreight wants Hunters to fight for them. I don’t think I would be that useful; I have never fought people. But if needs must—we might be spared.”

Cara opened and closed her mouth. Haeight was—sort of a downer, even with the best news possible. She nudged Haeight.

“You want to spout some more bloody complaints or celebrate, Haeight? Pass me a dried mushroom. Let’s not think about a war.”

“I heard some ghosts died in Ailendamus. Which means the Kingdom of Glass and Glory has people as dangerous as Piortesenzth.”

Haeight gloomily offered a bag of mushrooms, and one bounced off her head. She recoiled as Cara glared at her and tried to masticate on one of the mushrooms.

“Listen, you. I’m the one who bitches and complains about shite. I’m the one who worries about the future. Put a smile on that face! Come on! We’ll get back to Menorome, and you’ll visit the Synphasia, and—we’ve got immortal fucking ghosts. Things are better, right?”

Haeight hesitated.

“Yes, of course. This is the greatest opportunity ever to do something good. Noelictus might be saved after all! We’ve all been so tired—I could sleep a month.”

She did smile, then, and Cara nodded. Then Haeight’s face fell.

“I just don’t know how I’ll ever make things up with Ridine or Withrel until they make Veteran Hunter. You’re the only friend I can confide in, and even Greina can’t be told. It’s been so hard, knowing my seniors have suffered so l—”

Cara began throwing mushrooms at her. They bounced off Haeight’s face until she batted them away.

“Stop it. Stop it, Cara. I mean it. I am asking you to—stop hitting me with mushrooms. One hit me in the—”

Then she put Cara in a headlock until the [Singer] tried to dump some mushrooms down Haeight’s armor. Cara laughed, and even Haeight smiled until Piortesenzth got sick of their fighting as he was trying to sleep. He snapped his fingers, and they fell through the wagon, landed on the ground, and ended up chasing the vehicle the next three miles, shouting soundlessly and trying to get the attention of the Veteran Hunter driving the wagon.

For a second—all felt good.

——

Digneral

Baron Digneral had never felt more of a failure than when he returned to his keep, sat down, and started counting casualties.

After Paladin Arteis’ rampage throughout Ailendamus, the entire Kingdom of Glass and Glory reeled a second. It wasn’t just the body count or the death of a prospective Great Knight.

It was how far she’d gone, even to the great forest! Digneral was lost in the reports, assigning [Healers], writing out pensions, and ignoring the [Messages] from his brother, Regalius.

He wanted to know Digneral was all right. Digneral didn’t have time to do more than tell Regalius he was alive.

He didn’t feel right. He had seen a legend and paled before her. But what…who or what was Magistrate Fithea? Great Knight Gilaw?

Gilaw he understood, but a spellcaster of that magnitude masquerading as a mere [Magistrate]? He had no idea what to do, and so he was sitting for another day in his office, numbly moving troops back to form a defensive line and wondering when Ovela would next strike.

That was when a man coughed, and Digneral drew his sword in an instant.

He had feared a ghost coming to kill him and whirled to face—

Viscount Visophecin.

“Viscount! What is the meaning of this?”

Visophecin was in his office! No one had admitted him to the keep, and all the soldiers were on high-alert! Drell Knights were his bodyguards! Yet Digneral saw the man step out of the shadows as if he had been there for ages.

He smelled of metal and oil and the more floral fragrances of cologne. His skin—perhaps it was the night lighting—looked slightly grey, and Digneral swore he had not noticed how oddly red the Viscount of House Shoel’s eyes looked, a crimson glint. His teeth were also sharper than normal. Heritage of some other species?

Or something else? In this moment, Digneral understood there was more to his kingdom than he had ever known.

“I trust I have taken you by surprise, Baron Digneral.”

“Not at—yes. Quite! How did you gain entry, Viscount? And what is the meaning of this visit so late? Orders from the crown?”

If so, why was he bringing them? The man inclined his head.

“You could say so. Though, officially, you will be receiving reinforcements and your orders from the crown in the morning, after we discuss matters. I understand you are quite distressed by your encounter with Noelictus’ ghosts. An unfortunate encounter for all. Our intelligence put them as extinct, or at least inactive. The fervor with which they attacked? Not to mention their considerable strength-at-arms was greater than anticipated. But I am relieved you survived and have kept what you saw at the Forest of Fitern secret. Especially Magistrate Fithea’s involvement.”

He knew about that? Digneral realized his blade was still out and slowly sheathed it. Visophecin raised his brows, as if surprised.

“A wise man might decide to keep his blade bared. I am not, to your understanding, a military superior. Nor does this visit fall within your understanding of Ailendamus’ hierarchies.”

This was true, but Digneral had still the wherewithal to think.

“I heard Duke Rhisveri’s voice during the—encounter with the ghosts, Viscount. If there is a different hierarchy, logic dictates I should listen and observe. If I am being tested, a blade is a fool’s weapon, and if I were to be silenced, you would not have introduced yourself.”

For a moment, he thought Visophecin actually looked disappointed, as if he would have relished a more unnerved response. But then the man smiled and chuckled.

“This reaction is why you were already on a shortlist of candidates, Baron. Your intelligence, the ambition and drive which has carried you to your current level, and present circumstances are all allowing you an opportunity few men, even in Ailendamus, will ever rise to. You understand that this is all conditional on your survival, however.”

So the penalty for failure was high. Viscount Visophecin, as one of House Shoel’s famed judges, was a logical pick. Digneral was sweating.

“So my loyalty is to be tested? My resolve? My secrecy?”

More raised brows. Visophecin had something he was drawing out of a bag of holding. He placed it on Digneral’s desk, and the man stared at it. A glint of gold—his eyes flicked upwards as Visophecin replied.

“Not at all. If we doubted the former two points, you would not have been approached thusly. The latter is a given. Rather, we hope you will succeed in pushing these ghosts back. You promised to take the Ovelian Keep by winter. We trust you will make every effort to do so with the proper aid. Regardless, your next visit to the royal palace will be illuminating. This is not a test, because we know the answer, Digneral. Rather, our concern is with your survival as the paramount leader of the region.”

Digneral stared at the object on his desk again, then laughed hoarsely.

“Take the Ovelian Keep! Viscount—a single ghost put my army to flight! I saw hundreds, two hundred at least, and the Twins escaped my trap. If Noelictus pushes in…”

The Viscount interrupted him and for the first time looked displeased, even embarrassed.

“They are unlikely to. Our understanding was that the Hunter’s Guild was corrupt, the royalty disabled by their peccadillos, and the undead problem far more severe than indicated. What you knew, we knew. Our best agent did not inform us of the ghosts, which suggests they are false—unlikely—or unaware themselves. This is a fluke that we did not prepare you for, which is why we wish to back you properly, again.”

He adjusted his black suit, a formal dress, and Digneral stared down again at the object on his desk. It was an arrow with a golden tip. But the ‘gold’ didn’t look right. It shimmered and glowed as he held it up to the light, a magical color.

“Is this…?”

“Truegold. Ghostkiller metal. We have a full shipment of arms for your soldiers, and no less than three Great Knights will be presenting themselves in House Digneral’s lands within the week. It will be a difficult battle, but the Hammer of Ovela and the keep itself are still huge prizes. Moreover, we have a count of roughly two hundred ghosts. No more. If they turn out to be the only ones present—I, personally, calculated you have the forces to take Ovela and hold it against a Noelictan counter. Duke Rhisveri and our other [Strategists] agreed.”

They wanted him to try again! The arrow glinted as Digneral felt at the point. He remembered how Fithea had killed the ghosts, and his heart leapt.

Here was something he could use against that fearsome [Paladin]! Suddenly, his heart was beating with more than fear.

“Even so, Viscount. A full attack, now, with Noelictus united around Ovela?”

“We can throw Noelictus into disarray. We have an agent in Menorome whom we are sure of, and there is dissent within Noelictus as well. Leave that to us. Or rather, we shall put our agent in your hands. You have your own infiltrators in the Ovelian Keep.”

“It’s porous as cheese. I could sabotage the Hammer of Ovela, even temporarily. I’ve lost all my advances, but the ghosts are all absent. The Twins are idiots. They’ll sally out to fight me. But the moment I advance over the border—”

Now, Digneral was sitting back down, staring at his maps. He glanced up at Visophecin.

“How many weapons? Which Great Knights? Are they to fight the ghosts? Any more forces?”

Visophecin strode over and began replying.

“Three hundred swords, four hundred spear tips. A hundred shields of a tower shield design; fifty for your Drell Knights. About three hundred miscellaneous weapons. Sixteen hundred arrows and quarrels combined. We cannot easily produce more; a master smith liquidated a large amount of our stocks to produce this many. Each shot should injure the ghosts; they can heal, but it treats them like flesh and blood. The Great Knights can and should be able to fight the ghosts. Just in case, we have one more expert you will treat with the utmost care. Each Great Knight’s life is to be prioritized at all cost.”

“The [Paladin] can burn my armies to dust.”

“Yes. Our expert can defeat her, at least in martial combat. He will have a Truegold blade, too. We are not blind, Digneral. If more ghosts appear, you may quit the field, but if this goes according to plan, you will take the Ovelian Keep with the ghosts destroyed or routed. The royal capital will be in turmoil and potentially facing large-scale rebellion.”

“Should I know anything about this agent?”

“Hm. I have a full file, and Minister Sophridel can speak to any questions you have.”

Another unexpected name! Rhisveri, the King’s brother, and Visophecin made sense, but that strange man who cared only for the arts? Digneral blinked.

“Sophridel…the Minister of Entertainment?”

“The very same. He is Ailendamus’ true spymaster. This is not one of his direct agents, but he has utmost confidence in their loyalty. Do read the conditions of the agent’s agreement; we are bound to honor it.”

Digneral did just that, and his mouth fell open in a kind of delight as he understood what tools he had access to, now. No wonder Noelictus had been seen as ripe for the taking!

The plan was huge, and Visophecin was giving him more pieces. An agent? And he had access to other plots. Digneral kept eying Visophecin and felt like he was a mouse sitting next to a cat who was indulging him as a peer.

A wicked smile on Visophecin’s face. Just for a second. Then he was the model of knowledge and support. Digneral shivered.

I am being given the chance to join some greater truth of Ailendamus. Whether I am truly a rabbit among wolves, I would rather see who has been behind my kingdom.

For good or ill—he believed in the Ailendamus he knew.

If it was all a lie, he would rather see it. For now, he focused on his plans and saw a timetable take shape. Soon. Within the hour, he was giving orders to every agent he had, hope reignited. The ghosts had scared him greatly, but he held the arrow made of Truegold and stared at the sword Visophecin had given him.

Magic, to put an end to even ghosts. He only had one question, which was that if Ailendamus was backed by powers greater than those he had observed—

Who was responsible for Noelictus’ ghosts? Another great power? Or perhaps, if only two hundred ghosts were here instead of the legions of legend—was there a shadow hanging above even Noelictus?

His sword shone by firelight as the Baron practiced with it, preparing himself to dare a great foe. Whatever or whomever it was, he would prove himself worthy.

——

Elena

She was aware something terrible had been done to her. Elena Othonos remembered it like a dream.

The beautician from Greece wished she could have stopped herself. If she could have, she would have gone back and not lined up at what she had been told was an easy job. She would have done anything, steal, beg, or starve, to avoid it.

She couldn’t move her arm. Elena didn’t experience the world like other people. She remembered what it was like, but existence, now, felt like a hazy dream at times. If she didn’t concentrate, she faded out like a spirit, a memory, only called on when needed.

When ‘Elena’, the Helpful Servant, needed to utilize her talents with hair, or say something only the real Elena could know, she would appear most strongly. At other times, she hovered, desperately trying to see through her own eyes.

A memory. That was the horrendous part of it. It was as if her body had imagined Elena and sometimes forgot the real person existed. She stared at her arm, and it would not move.

Her nose itched. She couldn’t scratch it. A little fly had landed on it, mistaking her for a corpse or a statue, and she wanted to just itch the place once.

Once…and she’d forget about it. It would have been practically unconscious for anyone else. But Elena had been trying for hours, and her arm would not so much as move. She stood there, smiling, waiting for orders.

Even her breathing was out of her control. It came steadily, filling her lungs with oxygen, but she felt her chest rising and falling, inhaling, exhaling—and the dissonance was terrible. Worse than if you had to remember to manually breathe and were caught in a loop of forcing yourself to regulate your lungs.

A prisoner in her own body. The screaming had stopped a long time ago. You would have thought that you’d never stop fighting, but this had been months. She was trying, so hard, not to vanish.

If she did, she would be like the thousands of other weary souls barely responding, men and women, young people and old, the Helpful Servants.

Elena saw them. She could even hear them. And tell that any of the ones who had been doing this for years, even over a decade, were gone. As if the puppet had become the real person.

All of them, all of them, bound by the threads that linked them back to the [Witch] who gave the orders. The one who called herself ‘Belavierr’.

Elena hadn’t even known her name until Cara had encountered her. She had only known that voice and, sometimes, a flash of orange in her mind, like distant flashes of a great presence in the black thread that connected her to the [Witch]’s power. Sometimes, Elena saw her own feelings, her helplessness, fear, and the emotions of those around her running out of her body and into the sky.

Into that web the Spider had made. It covered all of Noelictus, and it was growing. And people thought things were getting better.

Better.

——

“The ghosts are fighting the undead. Ser Dalius said they’ve been fighting without rest. Even Arteis seems to truly respect the Veteran Hunters. She called it a ‘war without reprieve’ that she was surprised anyone had fought.”

Cara was excitedly telling Seraphel what was going on. The [Princess] sat there as Elena worked on her hair. She had one of those poofcloud hairstyles right now, because it made Culin, Sasi, and almost every Noelictan admire it. It looked like a literal cloud of red and even seemed to float rather than obey gravity and fall.

The real name for a style like this was a bouffant. But Elena always just called it a ‘poofcloud’. It was very hard to pull off, and she was using a stabilizing agent from an [Alchemist] to give the entire hair enough structure to hold in place before she did the bouncy curls.

Hair was a bit like architecture sometimes. It was certainly like art; you cut it or shaped it to the head, the purpose. It was rapid, ephemeral, and she loved it. It was the only thing she still enjoyed.

The [Princess] barely noticed Elena working with her hair, though it could not be comfortable. Here was a woman who had learned to be a puppet in her own way. Elena had seen Seraphel being dressed by her [Maids], and she would zone out completely from them putting clothes on her, makeup on her face, as if this were just a part of life she had barely noticed, like the [Maids] were alternate hands that sometimes pinched her but did their job.

“That’s wonderful, Cara. Is Ser Dalius, ah, d-doing well?”

Cara missed the stumble, uncharacteristically, but she was smiling, happier than Elena had ever seen her. She was also exhausted.

“He’s fine. They’re all going to war, and there are way too many undead—the ghosts are pissed as all hells because they thought they could sweep each tomb in a day when they have to smash all the bones and, ideally, burn and cover them with nature magic, and all of them working together might be weeks on a single tomb. Millions of dead. But they’re immune to skeletons! Immune to zombies!”

She had, apparently, seen Ser Dalius walking into the Tomb of Havens, greatsword raised, saluting the undead armies of skeletons, who had faltered before him. A living ghost, charging into a battle against the few foes that could even harm him, letting relieved [Hunters] cover him and dispose of the bones.

Great deeds. Smiles. It did make Elena feel better. She had heard the secrets of Noelictus, but she didn’t quite get all the details.

Undead were rising, but that was a secret. The Hunter’s Guild wasn’t corrupt? The royal family was miserable—oh, and the ghosts didn’t know why all the tombs had gone bad.

She wished she could focus on it. Knew her mind was…off. Sometimes, Elena was right there, spitting fire back at Cara, but she was only allowed to say something when she was addressed.

Seraphel was good about it, though. She had learned to turn and speak to Elena.

“I think this is grand news. And you seem to be a great help to the royal family, Cara. Elena? What do you think about all this?”

Then she was allowed to speak, and Elena brushed at her nose at last, nearly crying, and spoke. She couldn’t say what she really wanted.

Help me. Get me out of here, Cara. Rather, she had to say things that fit the question. Like someone fitting words to a jigsaw puzzle.

“I think Cara’s getting a full head of herself. A [Singer] with the ear of royalty and the dead and [Hunters]? It reminds me of the tale of Orpheus. And Eurydice. Do you know that one, Seraphel?”

“No. Tell me it later on the ride back. Cara, do you know…?”

Cara’s eyes had fixed on Elena, and her excited smile turned to wariness and regret, frustration as ever. She had been busy, Elena knew, but the beautician wished she could speak through her eyes.

You promised. Help me.

She was freer than she had been thanks to Belavierr releasing her into Cara’s service. But even so—she was still connected to the Witch of Webs.

Maybe she’s listening. Elena doubted it. Belavierr was disinterested by it all.

When they had first ‘met’, she had just been one of the servants, eyes glowing, placing another hand on Elena as the young woman tried to yank free of the hands. It had been so fast. It was too fast for someone to lose everything like that. Just a few words.

“[Ritual Spell: Puppet of the Immortal Tyrant].”

Then she had screamed and been torn out of her body, and Elena the Helpful Servant had marched back to work.

“Orpheus? What am I, about to march into the underworld to sing to Hades for the life of Ser Dalius? Someone else? Or do you just mean I’ve gotten a fat head?”

“The fat head part was always there.”

Elena retorted back, and Seraphel covered her mouth as Cara turned red. But Cara seemed vaguely pleased, as if she liked sparring with people.

They could have been such friends. Bickering children of Earth, figuring all this out. Instead, Elena forced her tongue to work around the spiderwebs in her mouth, hint the only way she could. She wasn’t allowed to say Belavierr’s name. Neither was Cara. Nor could Elena tell her anything important. But the magic didn’t understand concepts from Earth.

“Just remember how Orpheus met his end, Cara. Don’t do that. Or rather, do.”

Seraphel’s face was entirely blank. She didn’t know the legend of the famous singer, gifted with such an amazing voice that when his beloved Eurydice had died, he had ventured into the Ancient Greek version of hell and sang his way into an audience with the god of death, Hades himself. He had won the right to bring Eurydice’s soul to the lands of the living, with one condition.

Don’t look back. At the last moment, he had failed and thus damned her and lost his own life to grief.

That was the kind of tale from her home that had influenced countless nations, and she was sure a theatre kid like Cara knew it. The [Singer]’s eyes focused on Elena, and her smile turned to uncertainty. She even jerked her head as she got the meaning of Elena’s words.

Look behind you.

She was trying to figure out what it meant when Seraphel sighed. She admired the bouffant in the mirror.

“I do hope Culin laughs at it again. He has no notion of how hard this is. I wish—no, it’s best he stays in Menorome. He has been so taken with the City of Repose, and I hear he’s used the Sleeping Parlors well. I’ll—I shall look forwards to seeing him soon.”

Cara turned to Seraphel as Elena packed up her supplies.

“Wait, where are you going, Seraphel?”

“Ovela. I must return. Lord—no, Fallien has requested I come back. My Thronebearers are, apparently, needed to stem a tide of saboteurs, and the border is safe enough that he feels I can be housed in the Ovelian Keep.”

“What? No. That’s stupid. Send your [Knights]. But don’t—”

Cara had been about to say something like ‘don’t go’. As if she forgot Seraphel and Fallien had been wed. To be fair, she had not been there.

She didn’t know what it was like. Elena, though, had been with Seraphel.

She saw it all. More than anyone else, because no one paid attention to her. Now, Elena was shouting.

Don’t let her go back there, Cara. Tell the royal family to annul the marriage. You’re not winning. Get me free. Get me out of here.

But she said nothing as Seraphel turned to Cara.

“I won’t be long, Cara. I rather suspect it’s Ser Dalimont and his Thronebearers who are needed. In fact, the crown’s even been forced to send some Hunters to Ovela.”

“They actually forced a resolution in the Landsreight? No wonder Nicterise was so upset. She’s been—erratic. I need to go and check on her. But they’re not sending Veteran Hunters.”

“No. Just some regular ones. I think literally fourteen. A symbolic gesture. Don’t worry about me, Cara.”

Elena wanted to kick Seraphel. Because Cara missed it. She was thinking of the royal family, doing so many things at once she missed the [Princess]’ language.

Don’t worry about me. Seraphel meant the opposite, but she could never say that.

Set us both free. Elena waited, but Cara was nodding, giving Seraphel a smile again. Even Elena.

“We’ll get you back, Seraphel. The ghosts are freeing up the Hunters, and if they clear the tombs—don’t you see? All these problems with the royal family, everything else, tie together. It’s like a Gordian knot. Like that shit, Elena? I can make references too. Pull one string and the problems will…”

Come apart. She made a gesture, and Seraphel nodded. Elena tried to say something. Anything.

No.

It wasn’t like that at all. Cara thought things were going well because she saw things from her perspective, one next to royalty with all the knowledge of the ghosts. She deserved hope, but she had forgotten how it looked.

Everywhere Elena looked, she just saw misery and pressure. Like an egg being crushed in a vice. Noelictus was on a brink. There was more than even Belavierr at work here.

——

…she faded out of existence for a bit. Forgot who she was. Drifted in a half-world of Belavierr’s magic, whispers, voices, and time passing by.

When she next woke, Elena heard Seraphel crying. She was doing it on the ride back to the Ovelian Keep, and only Mariel and Thistel were there.

“Your Highness, it’s only two weeks. Ser Dalimont will put those wretched [Spies] to flight, and you’ll be back in the capital in no time. Those wretched Thronebearers are good for spy-catching if nothing else.”

“Mariel! Be more patriotic!”

Thistel scolded the [Maid of Honor]. Both were trying to cheer Seraphel up.

“It—it’s nothing. Stop fussing, you two. I’m just tired. Shardele, Aielef both had crying fits when they were younger. It runs in the family.”

The [Maids] exchanged a look as Seraphel hiccuped into her handkerchief. Elena, sitting across from her, felt her eyes blazing. Seraphel mistook Elena’s look and plastered smile as something else.

“Elena? Can you tell me that tale of—of whatever you were talking about? Orpheus? Tell me more stories of Earth. I like hearing them.”

So Elena told her more tales. She had talked to Seraphel about her home country, about modern politics, tried to explain cars, and even mundane things like blenders or what it was like to have running water so you could draw yourself a bath without people hauling buckets or water spells.

Funnily, the three Calanferian women who listened to her were entirely outraged by the lack of pockets that plagued women’s pants of all things. They all had access to bags of holding, which meant their personal carrying capacity actually oustripped the modern world’s.

The company of Seraphel revealed the [Princess]’ true suffering to Elena. It wasn’t just the isolation. It was Lord Fallien.

She had wifely duties, and she was envisioning at least a week of sharing his bed. He was a younger man—Elena didn’t want to know what that was like.

She was spared from that as a Helpful Servant. But she had seen and endured far too much.

Belavierr’s Helpful Servants were not allowed to be used for sex work, crime, or hurt, which was the only mercy Elena had. But the [Witch] wanted what they sent her.

Not gold. Most of what they made, the pittance, went to clothing, feeding them, buying potions to heal them or keep them working. It was the emotions the [Witch] craved. Elena felt it. Everything in Belavierr’s power was crafted from her dealings with other people.

Emotions were power to a [Witch]. And Belavierr had a nation’s worth. She encouraged people to unload their frustrations, regrets, anger, and fears on the Helpful Servants.

Before Cara had grabbed her, Lady Batiseva had been inches away from Elena’s face more than one late night, shrieking about her failed marriage, her daughter, her regrets and failures, and Elena had been holding her steady as she vomited and wept.

The slap had been a relief because it meant an end to the contract. Elena was used to people telling stories in her line of work, which was intimate. But this? This was far beyond even what a therapist was called on for. Helpful Servants were in your home, watching you in your worst moments, pulling all that out of you, conduits.

It hurt. Elena had to carry all of Batiseva’s emotions, her anguish, and she felt it. It scorched her soul, and she did not want the empathy or to know how it felt to be a woman who was rich and miserable and contemplating drinking herself into the grave.

That was why Elena had insulted her and provoked her into making that mistake. She had some agency if she had the right conditions. If she were desperate enough. But mostly, she was an observer gifted with the powers of…of empathy. She could even see emotions, somehow. Sense them.

She suspected it was a power gifted to her by Belavierr, in part. But it might have also been her class.

Oh, yes. Elena did level. She was apparently higher-level than even most of her peers. Why? She didn’t know, only suspected that, as someone from Earth, she was benefitting from her perspective.

In fact, Elena ended up levelling after telling Seraphel stories for four hours on the long ride towards Ovela, a multi-day trek.

[Soulbound Servant Level 15!]

[Skill – Hidden in Plain Sight obtained!]

[Skill – Servant: Moment of Will obtained!]

In the darkness, Elena opened her eyes once. She stared at the coach’s roof as everyone slumbered and tried to scream or speak. She could not.

But her hand did rise, and she slapped the mosquito that had been biting her all night so hard it woke the others.

Mercy, from that voice in her head.

——

The next morning, Seraphel remarked she had four bites from a mosquito, and Thistel and Mariel both found them too. Elena had none.

She had very, very few Skills from her class. One of them was [Makeup: Vivid Pigments]. Another had to do with hair. Elena suspected the ‘class’ was just a reflection of her reality; there wasn’t much she could do, trapped as she was.

But that blue Skill had let her slap the mosquito. And she had three other ‘Skills’ she’d gotten from Belavierr and levels that she had never been able to ask anyone about.

[Condition: Container of Emotions].

[Condition: Inhibited Will].

[Condition: Body of the Perfect Servant].

The first two were obvious. The last she’d gotten at Level 10. It meant that bug-bites and cracked nails healed overnight. Even Seraphel, bushy-haired and groggy, looked envious of Elena’s energy in the morning.

That was one bright spot. Though Elena realized her ‘moment of will’ was really just a moment.

Once, every twelve hours, she could do something. A tiny thing. Nothing that violated her being a Helpful Servant. But she used her Skill that evening when they stopped at an inn.

“Your Highness. May I try another dish? I don’t eat meat if I can. I’m vegetarian.”

Ser Dalimont dropped his cup, and half of it splashed on the table as Seraphel’s head cricked around.

“You’re what? And you never—”

“I did not mention it because I am a Helpful Servant. If this is bothersome, please do not mind me.”

Elena smiled as Seraphel put a hand over her mouth. Then she instantly turned.

“Bring something else! Without meat! Of course, Elena! Say so, please, if in the future—you don’t eat meat? I’ve met [Druids] who were like that.”

“I’ll eat fish from time to time, but not meat. It’s not dietary. I just don’t like eating animals, and I don’t think it’s healthy.”

“Healthy?”

Dame Neranthei scoffed at that, and Elena got to blister everyone’s ears with an argument about eating meat. She didn’t really care as much, especially in Noelictus where all the food looked bleached or dyed black. But it was such a relief she almost cried.

Once every twelve hours.

If she reached Level 20, would she get another Skill that made her a better servant? If she reached Level 25, would she obtain another way to be more free? Would she one day be free if she reached a high-enough level? Or perhaps she’d just have the autonomy to scratch her nose.

What a miserable system. It was motivating her to try, even now, to level up. The Calanferian delegation certainly paid attention to her that night, but it was so easy to lose track of Elena.

She was still angry at Cara. Angry—even though Cara had a lot to do—for not freeing her right away. But to be fair, Cara had tried for weeks to no avail.

How could you cut that cord running along Elena’s back? She could see it stretching into the air towards wherever Belavierr’s real body was. No blade Elena could imagine would do it.

And again, Noelictus was miserable. She saw it in everything. Not just from people in Menorome, but in the nobility, faced with corruption or silence from the throne. The royal family were balls of hidden anguish. Cara carried her guilt around like a weight on her back, a huge stone, and the Hunters looked so tired or wracked by their self-made obsessions like gluttony or sloth or an addiction to gambling that she wanted to hug them all and then make them rest somewhere.

A beach. A beach in the sun, for years. Cara thought that this was better and the ghosts knowing the truth would solve everything.

But it could not fix the madness Belavierr was feeding on.

——

There were three people that Elena knew as the most miserable people in the entire Kingdom of Shade.

One was Seraphel. When she presented herself to Lord Fallien, kissed him, and he greeted her, then instantly turned to Ser Dalimont about the spies, she was screaming inside, Elena was sure.

“—They’re a plague of them. You may be overwhelmed, Ser Dalimont, but someone must do something! The Hunters from Menorome—well. I should have known the royal crown would send us a reflection of their feelings towards Ovela itself.”

Fallien didn’t lower his voice, and one of the Hunters standing to attention flinched slightly. Ser Dalimont’s face was a careful mask as he bowed.

“We Thronebearers will do our best to drive off these saboteurs and infiltrators, but we must safeguard Her Highness and your safety above all, Lord Fallien.”

“Yes, good. Thank you. But please, keep them from damaging the Hammer of Ovela! They can’t destroy the woodwork, but just look!”

The ever-present boom of the gigantic ballista had ceased. It was covered with sap that people were trying to remove, a hard resin, and the stone around the ballista had actually been shifted, making the entire contraption list.

Even if Ailendamus’ spies couldn’t destroy it, tilting it to one side or gumming up the works might take it out of action for months.

“Baron Digneral is up to something. His forces are skirmishing with mine at the border. But we can’t engage him!”

“Surely if it is in Ailendamus’ territory—”

Ser Dalimont murmured, and the [Lord] waved an irritable hand as his sister, Piral, stomped over.

“That land is part of the conflict! He’s rebuilding his fortifications. You can call it ‘preparing for an attack’, but it conveniently serves as a staging-ground for an assault! But no, His Majesty would have us sit with the greatest fighting force in the world underutilized!”

She was glaring as Seraphel stood there, mostly ignored. The [Princess] did interject, once.

“I believe the ghosts are occupied touring Menorome for their cousins, Fallien, Lady Piral. Perhaps now is a fine time to relax and build up the character of Ovela?”

The Twins exchanged looks, and Fallien forced a smile.

“Building up Ovela, of course. And more ghosts would be welcome. I suppose…well, we’ll see. Oh, and here are the Hunters. Hunter Ridine? You are leading your, ah, compatriots to sweep Ovela?”

He gave the young woman a disdainful glance. Seraphel glanced at Hunter Ridine, a girl of barely sixteen.

They weren’t even Dedicated Hunters, just rank-and-file. Even Haeight before making Veteran Hunter had been better-equipped, and Ridine turned red as she touched her hat.

“We shall do our best, Lord Fallien.”

“Yes, well. Since your Veteran Hunters seem so ‘occupied’, I appreciate all your efforts. Do not strain yourself. If you could cut down on the local undead, that would do well enough in saving our troops, I suppose.”

He was such an unpleasant fellow it was almost as well that Cara had never met him. Fallien could be charming, but he clearly didn’t think it was always, or often, needed. Elena studied Ridine with a smile.

There was the second one. The Hunters of Noelictus were all miserable. But none more so than Ridine. She looked so bitterly unhappy to Elena it was almost like the [Hairdresser] could see crimson tears running down her cheeks.

Ridine didn’t know the truth of the Hunter’s Guild. Cara could see it, but Ridine just saw her mentor and hero, Haeight, turning into a corrupt monster like the rest.

She blazed with the determination to overturn it. But she was so unhappy—

This place wasn’t good for Elena. She felt sick, taking all this emotion in. It got worse that night, too.

——

“Is Ser Dalimont searching for those damn spies? It’s quiet—you’d think Thronebearers couldn’t be so stealthy.”

“I hear they daub their armor black and act so noisy because they’re lowering expectations. You know, I knew someone who was thieving from the royal palace when we were there. One of the Thronebearers caught her red-handed the second time she tried to steal something.”

“They watch everything.”

Mariel and Thistel were gossiping that night in the private servants’ quarters they shared with Elena. The [Maids] were largely kind. Mariel was a [Maid of Honor] and quite kind even if she was a bit of a snob, and she often told Elena her Earth-fashion and ideas were behind Calanfer. Thistel was more retiring and had even adopted Noelictan fashion in more dark clothing. And black lipstick, which Elena quite approved of even if Mariel teased her about it constantly.

The life of servants could be wild behind-the-scenes. Twice, Elena had had to patch up a fight between the two, one time with actual scratched cheeks and slaps. They weren’t the buddy-buddy [Maids] for Seraphel in private.

Nor were they blind. Mariel opened the doors to the private sitting room that led to the bedroom of Lord Fallien. Her voice was a dead whisper, even though the Ovelian Keep was noisy enough, searching for saboteurs and with people patrolling. Even with the Hammer of Ovela silent. But the couple were in the bedroom adjoining this one.

“Ugh. Lord Fallien is a slob. He’s wrecked the rooms after we cleaned them. Look! Elena, you get to clean up all the dirty plates he’s left lying about.”

“Don’t make her do that! Don’t you have [Instant Clean: Object]?”

Thistel scolded Mariel. The other [Maid of Honor] sniffed.

“Well, I’ll do a bit.”

The problem with being a Helpful Servant—Elena’s smile had gritted teeth—was that even other servants made you do things they didn’t want to do. However, Mariel’s whisper cut off when she heard a loud moan.

A male voice. Then she and Thistel looked up, and Mariel hopped off her bed.

“He’s still going after Her Highness. I can’t stand to listen.”

“Me neither. How he misses how she can’t even smile—can’t she say no?”

“They’re told never to say no. I’ve heard Queen Ielane say to pamper the husband up the first six months, then leave him wanting so she can twist his arm. She’s got five more months of this.”

Mariel’s voice was dark. Thistel put her hands over her ears.

“Close the damn door, Mariel! I never liked Seraphel, but I felt bad—now I can’t bear to hear this. I shan’t face her this morning. And if she cries, I’ll cry.”

Mariel grimly tip-toed into the main room, beckoning Thistel.

“Neither of us have to. Come on, let’s steal a drink from his cabinets. We can replace it with something else; we’ll go mingle with the other servants. Elena, you stay here. If they need anything…just do it, alright? All of what you need should be there.”

She pointed to the trunk, and Elena nodded.

“Yes, Mariel.”

The two [Maids] slipped out, and Elena had to sit there and listen to the muffled voices. It was beyond horrible.

The sex—she would not dignify the term ‘lovemaking’—lasted another six minutes, then restarted when he drank a stamina potion. He seemed to think she was enjoying it; Seraphel played along in a way that fooled only Lord Fallien. Then he was quite complimentary from the faint tone Elena heard…

And he could not bear to be in bed with her longer than twenty minutes after that. He was out, fumbling for clothes, to ‘inspect the fort’, which she took to mean having a drink with his friends and soldiers. He headed out, and then Elena heard a pause as Seraphel waited to make sure he was gone.

Then crying.

“Your Highness? Can I h—”

“Go away, Elena! Go to sleep!”

Seraphel screamed at her, and Elena retreated. Her moment of will hadn’t worked—and she lay there, grateful that the order turned her mind off like a light.

——

A week of this would be hellish. Day one was terrible. Elena would pick up stained clothes and dirty dishes all day rather than endure the night.

However, two things happened in the morning that gave her hope. And they directly coincided. Seraphel was having a quiet morning reading a book when Lord Fallien returned in a lather of excitement.

“We have interesting guests! Piral picked them up on a patrol—they might solve this damn crisis! Seraphel, do you know how to entertain a [Knight] and some Veteran Hunters?”

She jumped as he barged in, and Elena saw Mariel and Thistel look up with glowers they hid at once behind smiles.

“Guests?”

“Some Order of Seasons [Knight] and no less than five Hunters of Noelictus! They’re not reinforcements; they claim they’re on a hunt. I insisted they come back—and Paladin Arteis has returned to check on the keep! Fantastic warriors, all. I don’t know how to serve them beyond a banquet?”

He looked at Seraphel, and, flustered, the [Princess] closed her book.

“Of course. Do your [Chefs] have any set menu? I could organize something—how soon?”

“They’ll be here in twenty minutes. We don’t have [Chefs]; the [Cooks] prepare food for the soldiers, and that’s usually enough for us. We sent for the one you had last time.”

“Oh. Oh—then my Thronebearers and Mariel could—I should get ready.”

Fallien saw Seraphel whirling around in distress and hesitated. He caught her arm.

“We have at least twenty minutes. What say you and I retire a second? The servants can begin preparations.”

By that he meant out, and Mariel and Thistel went for the doors without a word. Elena began to walk out the door when she stopped. She could sense Seraphel’s wretched moment of agony—and she had to do it.

[Moment of Will].

“Your Highness? Are you going to do your hair? Because I will need at least twenty minutes to do it if you are to look presentable. Especially in front of a foreign [Knight]. It would be a huge insult to go out as you are.”

“Elena! What—?”

Seraphel turned red and looked at Elena in shock, and Fallien gave her straight hair a blank look.

“Oh. Truly?”

“I—well—I suppose I would need the time.”

Seraphel blinked at Elena, then brightened as Mariel and Thistel turned and gave Elena a suspicious look. Fallien hesitated, then cursed.

“He is a veteran [Knight]. I didn’t know about the hair. You do that. Apologies, Seraphel. I’ll—I should freshen up.”

He was sweaty and realized only now he stank a bit in his armor. He strode past Elena, and the Helpful Servant smiled. She saw Seraphel turn to her, and then when Fallien had disappeared into his rooms, Seraphel gave Elena a fast hug.

“Thank you. Can you do something with my hair after all?”

“I can, Princess.”

Seraphel was giving her an intent look, as if searching for something more, but Elena couldn’t offer anything, so the [Princess] nodded.

“Something rather impressive. A tower of hair, perhaps, with those wretched pins to hold it in place.”

“Only if you want the [Knight] to try and siege your hair, Seraphel.”

The [Princess] laughed and looked so relieved…that was the first good thing.

——

The second occurrence was the arrival of five Foreign Hunters and Ser Raim of the Order of Seasons. The third most miserable person in Noelictus.

They all had their burdens. Tagil and Sylind, the two Foreign Hunters that had met Ridine and Haeight, introduced themselves to Seraphel with steady bows, and there were three more of their number.

All expert [Hunters]. All unaffiliated with the Hunter’s Guild of Menorome. They sat as Seraphel, sporting some rather impressive braids, orchestrated a decent reception with absolutely no notice. A Thronebearer himself was helping serve the food, and he clearly made Ser Raim uncomfortable.

The tired [Summer Knight] was a consummate warrior; Ser Dalimont looked like a shiny apple compared to him. Even Dalimont seemed embarrassed as he set down the food.

“Service from a [Knight]. Why don’t you wait on us hand-and-foot, Raim?”

The half-Elf, Sylind, joked. Raim glared at her as Fallien and Piral laughed at the table.

“I’m not trained well to social graces. I can dine and converse; my counterparts in the Thronebearers are famous for their abilities in court. Never challenge a Thronebearer off the battlefield. That’s the saying.”

“Funny, for a group of [Knights]. Then again, they wiped out a group of spies the first time they visited, which was unexpected. They’ve had trouble with this lot.”

“It’s barely been a day, Fallien. Give them a chance. How many did your man say there were, Seraphel?”

“He thinks there might be thirty. The Ovelian Keep is, ah, rather open, and they snuck in apparently.”

“Thirty! You see, Hunters? Ser Knight? Digneral is at war with Ovela, and we have Hunters…of a kind from Menorome. Would any of you consent to lending your Skills to fighting this lot? Or standing to Noelictus’ defense if the Baron attacks?”

Fallien was pressuring the entire group, but without much luck. Elena, who was serving drinks, saw Tagil glance to the side at his compatriots. One of them raised his brows as he ate, covering his cup as Elena approached. It was empty—but he stared at her with such hostility she felt it was odd.

“—I’m surprised you got any Hunters from the capital at all, Lord Fallien. We will respectfully decline to fight both spies and Ailendamus.”

“Have you no love of your kingdom, Hunter Faigen?”

The Foreign Hunter that Fallien was addressing was a big man with hammer and shield, a close-combat [Hunter], and another carried a staff, a magic-using [Hunter].

Foreign Hunter Erashelle was not what Fallien expected, because the woman barked back as she lifted her hat, also refusing a cup from Elena.

“Watch your tongue, Lord Fallien. Our hunt runs deeper than you imagine. Call an army for war. Should we fight every nobleman’s battle on our quest? We have had allies in countless kingdoms, and alienating the Kingdom of Glass and Glory is the last thing we need.”

“Erashelle.”

Tagil glowered at her, and she broke off. The [Hunter] with his scissor-swords, so reminiscent of the Royal Guards’, touched his hat as Fallien blinked and leaned back a fraction.

“My brother means no offense. We have a bit of a jaundiced view of Hunters in Ovela. They keep the undead down now and then, but we’ve been defending Ovela from the real threats.”

Piral’s smile was slightly challenging. Tagil and the Foreign Hunters eyed her, and then Tagil decided he was going to engage as well.

“Ah, Lady Piral, we do not besmirch your hard work. You have fought for Ovela. Against this Baron’s troops. And Hydras, of course.”

“Hydras? No. Ailendamus doesn’t have war-hydras. Or at least, we’ve not seen them. That would be too much, even for the Baron.”

Piral and Fallien blinked. Tagil nodded reasonably.

“Then you’ve slain Draugr. Eight of them, rampaging at your lines? One could kill a hundred men if there’s not a strong fighter to counter it. Wild Griffin packs? Crelers? How many Adult Crelers has Ovela slain? We have killed three, all on Noelictus’ edges.”

The Twins looked uneasily at each other.

“We only meant—”

“Our services are used for the greatest beasts. With respect, Lord Fallien, Lady Piral, this is not a matter of our arrogance or lack of loyalty. The loss of any one of our number would imperil this hunt—and it has long been in jeopardy. Foreign Hunters cannot be commanded by the Landsreight. Even the crown and Guildmistress do not often obstruct our duties.”

It was a direct and even fairly polite refusal that had Elena smiling. She rather enjoyed the Twin’s dismay, but her real focus was on the Foreign Hunters and Ser Raim.

Not a single one would take her cup of water, and Seraphel noticed after Elena had done two passes. In fact, each one positively spiked with suspicion and fear when she came by.

“Mariel, take over the water duties.”

“Yes, Highness.”

Ser Raim grudgingly allowed her to pour him a cup, though he visibly shifted and got a nod from Erashelle before he took a sip. They didn’t trust her!

Why? Elena was glad to see it, but she had no notion—and Fallien was so obsessed with getting their perspective on the war and showing off the ghosts that he neglected to ask.

“At the very least, stand a round with us and show us some bladework from masters! Are you a great swordsman, Ser Raim?”

“No.”

“Classic [Knight] modesty from Raim. Don’t listen to him, Lady Piral. He’s one of the finest in his entire Order.”

Sylind casually sniped, and Ser Raim glowered at her. The half-Elf was clearly not in the mood to humor the Twins, and the two began badgering Raim to show them his stuff.

Elena could hear Dalimont whispering to Seraphel.

“Ser Raim is a fearsome [Knight]. Cara mentioned he saved her on the road; I wonder what he’s doing here? That man could actually dare a hundred ordinary [Soldiers] and win.”

“Truly? Do you know anything about this ‘hunt’?”

Dalimont hesitated.

“I inquired and got a speedy response from no less than Dame Vensha, who reports to Her Majesty. This matter is sealed. The Eternal Throne knows of it, and we are to impede and involve ourselves not at all in this matter.”

Interesting. Here, Elena realized, was something auspicious. It connected to her. It connected to Noelictus. It was the final clue that even Cara lacked, and it came together in one moment when Lord Fallien raised his voice.

“Come, Ser Raim! You have two Level 30 plus nobles challenging you to a test of arms! If not for us—you may never find a warrior so great as Paladin Arteis! The ghost of Afiele’s greatest heroes!”

Then all the Foreign Hunters went still, and Ser Raim slowly turned.

“…What did you say, Lord Fallien?”

That was how they met the ghosts of Afiele. There the final clue popped into place.

——

Seraphel du Marquin was the one who helped Elena hear and see all of it. Or rather, sort of hear and see all of it.

The clamor that arose when the Foreign Hunters and Ser Raim met Paladin Arteis was extreme. For one thing, this was a secret of Noelictus—not a well-kept one since rumors were running wild, but the Twins didn’t even throw caution to the wind. They just introduced the Foreign Hunters to the ghost of a woman patrolling Ailendamus’ borders.

However, the impression both left on each other was dramatic. The Foreign Hunters were suspicious, then amazed. Whatever they feared, the truth of Arteis’ presence seemed to make them doubt this was fakery.

They had come for great foes, danger, but never in their wildest dreams had they imagined the ghosts would return.

The same for Ser Raim. He halted, then bowed, face frankly disbelieving.

“Paladin Arteis Ladel, I salute you in the name of the Order of Seasons! I am Ser Raim, Champion of Summers. This is an honor. How can it be? I am sure Grandmaster Calirn, nay, the entire Order of Seasons would be agog to meet you! Seasons change! This is unprecedented!”

Even his weary face lifted in astonishment, and Seraphel hurried to speak.

“This is all a secret which we must swear you to, good [Hunters], Ser Raim. A secret bound by the crown itself!”

She turned to the Twins, and Piral slapped a hand to her forehead.

“Aw, Rhir’s hells. Yes, a secret! But you see, even Digneral will go running with his tail between his legs if he should try with Paladin Arteis. She slew one of his Great Knight candidates and set an army to flight by herself!”

Arteis had something of a curled lip as she looked at the Twins; evidently, they were even grating on her nerves. She bowed to Ser Raim as she floated down.

“Hail, [Knight] of Seasons! I remember your Order! So at least one great knighthood endures! And I see warriors worthy of the name in this day and age! A full company of them! You have a splendid flame. Though I see it has mostly turned to dust and ember. You would have been a good footsoldier in my day.”

The aggressive insults would not cease! Elena danced on her tip-toes as Seraphel gasped. Ser Raim, meanwhile, just blinked at Arteis.

“Forgive me, Paladin. You catch me over-weary.”

“I do! Such humility and idolatry, this ashen spirit befits no [Knight]. Where is your fire, man?”

Then she struck him a casual blow on his bright, summer’s armor, and Seraphel gasped.

“Uh oh.”

Ser Dalimont knew what that meant. Ser Raim hesitated.

“I do not know if I have offended you, Paladin? Are you challenging me?”

She slapped his armor again with a ringing sound.

“Do [Knights] not remember challenges of honor? Show me your flame in the oldest of ways. We are like in spirit and nature, Raim of Seasons. But I spit in the Order of Seasons’ face if this is all the Season of Summer’s ‘champion’ is.”

That made him angry. He stepped back and put a hand on his greatsword as he frowned.

“I do not know what I have done to offend a spirit of the past, but if I must defend my Order’s name, so be it. I give you a chance to recant your words and actions, Paladin Arteis.”

She smiled at him like the sun’s face itself, merciless and bright.

“Never.”

——

[Knights] fighting was really a thing out of stories for Elena. She watched the duel between Arteis and Raim, and she had already known the [Paladin] was crazy.

She had seen Arteis burning the flesh off of soldiers’ faces and charging Digneral’s soldiers. The woman scared her, for all she liked Seraphel—and she had guessed Ser Raim was also a fearsome warrior.

In fact, Arteis and Ser Raim even had similar levels. They were both over Level 40, which placed them in the category of the finest warriors you could ever expect to meet living, a step below true legends.

—But the difference between Arteis, who had been over Level 50 before she was named a [Paladin], and Ser Raim was unbelievable.

He fought with wide swings of his greatsword, but he could halt the blade and stab in, even parry and pivot with a speed that would have had Lord Fallien on the backfoot the entire match. His aura turned the air to flames, and he could even point a finger and shoot literal fire into the air like a flamethrower—and that fire could hurt even ghosts.

But not Arteis Ladel. She blocked the flames with her shield, then lowered it, standing in the face of a swathe of flames burning around her and looked contemptuous. Ser Raim’s fury faded, and the Foreign Hunters stirred as she strode forwards.

Shield and sword. She looked like the avatar of battle, punching with the shield, hitting his greatsword so hard his arms quivered as he blocked, even jumping up and kicking him off his feet.

“Dead gods, Sylind. You said they were the same level bracket. I’ve never seen Ser Raim lose like that!”

Tagil exclaimed, and the [Huntress] looked at Arteis in disbelief.

“She’s overpowering his fire. She’s light and radiance, and she’s burning hotter than a knight with a fire aura!”

Ser Raim knew he was beaten after the second time she knocked him flat with a blow so heavy it cracked the sparring ground. He lifted his sword, panting, as he fell to one knee.

“I yield. Well f—”

She kicked him in the face. Now, a gasp and cries of outrage rose from even the Thronebearers. Arteis waited as Raim jerked back onto his feet.

“Surrender meant death in my day, [Knight]. I could cleave your head from your shoulders. You were a better warrior, once. You are a burnt-out ember of a man. Pathetic.”

She spat, and it landed on his boot, a glob of spectral phlegm that vanished as Elena watched. His head snapped up, and his eyes blazed. Arteis lifted her sword, and it began to glow.

“Come now. You should be twice as strong. Let me remind you that spirit slays Giants. Not mere levels.”

——

“Hunter Tagil, I am so sorry for Paladin Arteis’ actions. On behalf of Ovela and Noelictus, I must apologize. Is he—is he well? Awake?”

Seraphel du Marquin had Elena holding a huge basket of everything they could throw together as an apology. Healing potions, treats, and the [Hunter] eyed Elena before responding.

“He’s lost two teeth, but Sylind put one back in, and he’s woken up. Arties fractured his skull, but he won’t die. As for the rest of him, healing potions have mostly restored him. Come in. Your presence may be helpful. But let that one stay, please.”

He blocked Elena and stared at her. Seraphel turned.

“But Elena is my servant—”

“A Helpful Servant, Your Highness. Could another [Maid] take—?”

“Tagil. It’s not like we haven’t been seen. Bring that thing in. It might solve the rest. Just blindfold and put a hearing spell on her.”

Sylind called out, and Elena saw the door open wider. The Foreign Hunters were sitting around a bed where Ser Raim lay, bloody and beaten, after the merciless fight. And also…a [Paladin], glowing faintly blue and sometimes gold, especially her sword, sat. Paladin Arteis looked up with shining eyes.

“Yes. Bring this servant of this [Witch] in. Now I see it. Was it all her doing?”

The Foreign Hunters clustered around as Tagil found a strip of cloth, and Seraphel spun to look at Elena. Then the [Princess] licked her lips.

“Wait, what is this about a [Witch]? Who—are you hunting one of them?”

“Yes. A very old [Witch] responsible for half of Noelictus’ woes. Perhaps this, too. And this is one of her servants.”

Tagil pointed at Elena, and the young woman inside screamed ‘yes’! She longed for salvation. These grim, weary hunters…were the ones in search of the truth.

——

They blindfolded and covered her ears at first and only pulled them off after about twenty minutes.

“—reprisals. The Stitch Witch has not tried, yet, but we keep the other names and locations a secret, even from each other.”

“She hasn’t hurt you? Elena, we wish to ask you some questions. Answer truthfully, alright?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Elena sat there as she saw the Foreign Hunters, Ser Dalimont, Paladin Arteis, Princess Seraphel, and Ser Raim all gathered around. Ser Dalimont looked horrified and intimidated by the others. Seraphel just was shocked.

Arteis’ eyes were glowing.

“So one [Witch] has ensorcelled the Hunter’s Guild and struck a bargain with the palace? Who allowed this? Spider. I do not know her name, but I was focused on the Infernal Court of Rhir. Temptress sounds familiar.”

Tagil nodded to her as he produced a glowing monocle and held it up, working it into a simple holder to focus on Elena. The other Hunters were producing their own tools, and Sylind was sniffing at Elena’s back.

“She may be younger than you, Paladin Arteis, but she is older than some Dragons. And she has outlived all her foes. Sylind, stop that. You’re not a Gnoll.”

“I wish some would have joined. Plain’s Eye, maybe. No good. I can never tell where they come from. There were more in Menorome.”

“So this is the Spider’s servant. Can you hear me, Witch? Present yourself as you have twice already, and we shall settle this!”

Arteis floated over and rapped a knuckle into Elena’s head, making the [Hairdresser] flinch.

“Arteis, stop! Elena is innocent, and she has been nothing but helpful.”

“They are innocent. Please, Paladin, enough of your fury.”

Ser Raim agreed. Arteis floated over to him and calmly jabbed him with her sheathed sword.

“I burn with a flame that has never died since my youth. You have lost your spark and thus the source of your power. I told you: you must burn with a flame so righteous as to immolate your foes. That is how it is done. I have met legend and killed them. It will not be done through simple courage or levels. They stand at twice our level.”

“The Stitch Witch may actually be Level 80 or higher.”

Tagil agreed. Seraphel laughed hoarsely.

“Hunter Tagil! You are joking.”

“No.”

The room fell silent, and Seraphel licked her lips.

“But that—the Hundred Heroes weren’t even all said to be—are you serious? How do you hunt a woman like that?”

“Many have despaired. She doesn’t even strike back at us because she believes she is untouchable. Unfindable. Yet we search, Princess. It may be a fool’s errand, but each one of us has been wronged by her. Each one of us has lost a friend, a loved one, to her.”

Paladin Arteis exhaled as she stared down at Raim.

“Ahh. Now I see. And so you burnt in a rage, but now you are quiet.”

“Yes, Paladin. I have grown weary after two decades of hunting.”

He murmured up at her, and the [Paladin] shrugged.

“That is fair. But when the hour comes, can you burn like a storm? I tell you twice: your flame is the deadliest weapon of all.”

“Spare me the aura-lectures, please. A silver quarrel between her eyes is what I’ll try. If not, we’ll bring her to ground and call for armies. But first we have to find her, and we thought she was elsewhere. If she is in Noelictus, where many of her deals and servants are, we cannot find her. It may be she’s not even in the Kingdom of Shade; her Helpful Servants are spreading. But Noelictus does have a secret pact with her. How many more nations likewise?”

Sylind stretched, and Seraphel looked from face to face.

“This pact with the crown—”

“Not all the details are ours to share, but you seem to know, Your Highness, and Paladin Arteis. It must be kept secret…we are sworn not to reveal the truth of Noelictus, so we shall not, even to you.”

The dead rising in the tombs. Arteis folded her arms angrily.

“You say she did not cause this?”

Ser Raim pushed himself up in his bed a bit, coughing. He had lost a tooth, a canine! Arteis was vicious! Elena saw his eyes fix on her pityingly.

“The Spider does not cause problems unless hired. She’s rather consistent. She offers solutions, bad deals. This poor girl is one of hers. Yes, Belavierr may stare through her eyes, but everything I have learned is that she is contemptuously powerful. She ignores us—like one ignores gnats plotting one’s downfall.”

“To her cost. Now I have been put to her scent, I name two foes of Noelictus. This Kingdom of Glass and Glory and the Witch of Webs. My kin shall put down both threats.”

Arteis’ eyes narrowed. Sylind scoffed at her.

“You speak like you’re the greatest hero who ever walked this world, Paladin. The Spider has killed actual [Heroes] and turned them into capes. If you’re so capable, find a ghost who can track the source of this magic—or undo it. Not even Wistram’s Archmages can do it, and believe me, we’ve asked.”

“Elena? Can you tell me about this Witch?”

Seraphel held Elena’s hands, the most concerned of all. And Elena smiled and could only say—

“I’m sorry, Seraphel. What [Witch]? I do not know what you’re talking about.”

Tagil raised the monocle, and Erashelle lifted a glowing green truth crystal.

“I can’t even tell she’s lying. No good. I thought this item from the Kingdom of Incantations would do something…maybe we should try to secure a Relic-class item from Samal or somewhere?”

“We’d have more luck plotting a heist of a national treasure than we have had running around Noelictus. It makes me gloomy to see the Hunter’s Guild and know how they suffer. At least these ghosts give me some hope.”

The half-Elf’s head bowed as Sylind nodded. They were so desperate and tired—Elena wished she could utter just one word.

But her [Moment of Will] did not allow her to do this.

“Contracts. The Witch of Webs loves contracts. Keep that [Lady] away from her, Princess. Offer her nothing. She does not actually do much without gain; if she is angry, she is said to be a constant foe, but she acts out of self-gain. She has so many plots to keep herself alive and immortal…she was deep in Kaliv until something happened.”

“The Cursed Prince of Kaliv was her?”

Faigen nodded, scratching at his beard as he rolled his shoulders.

“Oh, aye. Cursed to be immortal. Immune to death, just like the stories. People laugh and think it’s overblown or a lesser curse. Not so. We visited him, and he survived having his head torn from his body in battle with a feral Griffin. He is truly immortal, at least to any foe we could name. Don’t look so discouraged, Princess. We may be at this until we quit, but someone will take this mantle up. We are on a hunt that has lasted millenia, been dropped, been forgotten, but all beasts will one day be cornered. Even this one.”

He, of all of them, seemed the most steady. From the looks on Tagil’s face as the other [Hunter] eyed his friend, this long task had clearly worn on the rest.

“Maybe we should quit. Ser Raim will not, but I sometimes want to just go back to Deilfec, apologize for it all, and—serve as a Veteran Hunter. Especially now, when we might turn the tides. It will not stop the Spider, but we know the truth.”

Sylind muttered, flexing her bow. It was Arteis who interrupted urgently.

“Hold. I understand the machinations of this woman, if not all of her deeds or infamy. But I have met that corpse-mistress of a woman. Guildmistress Deilfec knows of this Spider, and she does not muster any resistance? She is complicit, a coward like the royal family—”

“Don’t say that of her.”

Tagil rose to his feet fast. So did the other [Hunters], and Arteis sneered.

“I have seen her eyes, and they look promising, but she is barely living. If she is half the woman she seems to be, she would be upon this hunt. Why should I offer her respect?”

The [Veteran Witch Hunter] drew his scissor-blades and pointed them at Arteis’ chest. His arm was trembling with emotion, as was his voice. A great sorrow and guilt upon him, Elena saw.

“Deilfec has sacrificed more than anyone else in this kingdom, both for this land and the hunt. You look at her without understanding, ghost. Find a picture of how she was before she became Guildmistress! Then you’ll see. Every contract Belavierr signs has a price. You think anonymity and her Helpful Servants were the real price? The real price is put on the Guildmistress. Belavierr wants only one thing: to escape death. How do you think she does that?”

Even Arteis hesitated. Her eyes flickered to Tagil’s face, then turned golden with outrage.

“No. I have met foul beings who use contracts to enslave and steal even souls. Lucifen. The Internal Court!”

Lucifen? Elena jerked despite herself, and Seraphel looked blank at the name. But Arteis was not done.

“That woman. What price did she pay?”

“The simplest one. The oldest one. The price is always on the strongest [Hunter]. It was struck two generations ago of Guildmasters. With each succession—they agree to take on one of Belavierr’s sins. Her deaths. The ones she deserves. She delays it. Deilfec suffered two deaths. One for the contract. The other…so we could hunt.”

The Foreign Hunters looked up, and Seraphel put her hand over her mouth.

“Deaths? You mean—”

“One was fire. She never spoke of the other one. It’s meant to kill a Guildmaster, but she was too tough. The other clause in Belavierr’s contract is that the Hunter’s Guild not go after her. Deilfec broke it. We’re bound by her sacrifice to continue searching. Not least because when Deilfec passes—Agshiga or another of our kin will pay that price. That’s why Deilfec is holding on, too. She endures so another won’t have to take her place.”

There, at last. Elena saw Seraphel sit down and Ser Dalimont unclasp a shaking hand from a metal cup of water he’d dented. The Thronebearer spoke as everyone looked at him.

“So, if I may, senior Hunters and knights alike…this [Witch] has been gathering power, widening her influence via these Helpful Servants, and—gathering the very nature of immortality to her?”

The Foreign Hunters and Raim looked gravely back.

“Yes.”

“For centuries.”

“This is her latest ploy. The world will not end if we fail. Just more people suffer.”

“She may not be responsible for all of Noelictus’ woes. But half? At least half. I would not be the rest.”

Paladin Arteis opened and closed her gauntleted hand, face wrathful, and Seraphel sat down, slowly, as Elena kept smiling and smiling, and they turned to her. They did ask her questions, even tried to free her, but they couldn’t even see her bonds. Then she despaired, again.

Black despair, oozing throughout Noelictus.

Just like Belavierr wanted.

——

She might never be free from this. The thought drove Elena to despair. Decades, the Hunters and Ser Raim had been searching, and even Arteis was like a swinging sword, a bright, terrible blade.

But she could not even see her foe. Somewhere, far away, Belavierr wasn’t laughing at her pursuers. She didn’t even know they existed.

It broke her spirit, a bit. A little puppet who stopped fighting.

In the end, she was unable to escape Belavierr. It didn’t matter if she served Cara or Seraphel—there was no way out.

How long until Cara’s look of determination became the great weariness of the Hunters? Or Ser Raim’s slumbering flame? Arteis was pursuing him, trying to ‘reignite’ that fire she saw.

Maybe Cara would never give up and that look of pain and guilt would eventually metamorphize into Guildmistress Deilfec’s stare. Wrath incarnate, an endless vendetta in a war she knew she could not win, keeping herself going by will alone.

No. Maybe it would be best if she stopped worrying. Seraphel. Now here was someone who’d been trapped by being born for a long, long time. The bonds weren’t the same, but Elena saw how she flinched every time her mother called her.

It would be something, Elena thought, if she could let that [Gloomy Princess] change her class and smile again. So she made it her goal to make that happen in whatever small way she could.

“I only wish they had a written copy of that contract! I’m sure it’s the kind that probably curses you when reading, but were there clauses? Who reviewed it? Was there an expiry date? There are Skills…no, I’m sure there weren’t any loopholes. If there were, someone like Mother would have found one.”

Princess Seraphel was nice to Elena after that. She was braiding Elena’s hair when the Helpful Servant expressed that she wouldn’t mind a change in her own hair. Seraphel didn’t have much to do, aside from domestic duties, and her staff would be able to handle those.

“Ser Dalimont, can you get rid of those spies? Maybe then Lord Fallien will have no need for us.”

“We’re—trying, Your Highness. But Dame Neranthei is injured, and Ser Boreid has also declared his unfitness for battle.”

Seraphel’s fingers stopped moving. She glanced up in alarm.

“You were attacked?”

“Yes, Your Highness. We may need to work with Lord Fallien’s troops, but they have no stealth. Six of us tried to accost a group. These were no slouches. Ailendamus’ professional infiltrators have arrived, and they use poison and fight in groups. We barely escaped.”

Ser Dalimont showed her two slashes on his shield, scratching the gold gilt. Seraphel swallowed.

“Don’t endanger yourself, Ser Dalimont!”

The [Knight] looked grimly determined.

“We will endeavor not to, Your Highness. But the presence of capable spies does indicate the Hammer of Ovela is an important target. The Twins may be correct that the Baron is preparing for an attack.”

“Again? Is he mad? Dame Arteis will send him packing.”

“Perhaps. The ghosts of Noelictus were not invincible…”

Worries. Fear. And when someone knocked, Seraphel’s fingers tightened again.

“Seraphel? Shall we adjourn to dinner?”

Lord Fallien made an effort, sometimes, to be courteous. But it was just an effort. Sometimes, Elena saw Piral piling her brother with advice, which he’d grudgingly try, like offering Seraphel some flowers he’d plucked on a ride, or going for a walk with her and talking about other nations.

Things he clearly thought she would like. But the truth? The truth, silly man, was that she didn’t love you. And he could not charm this bitterly unhappy woman into accepting it.

Elena thought Seraphel would have still made more ‘peace’ with this, if not for the fact that Fallien clearly thought himself adequate in bed. Or that his prowess wielding his second, shorter sword mattered at all.

He was a younger man, and every night without fail, he’d grow interested in retiring together. It had been like the last time Seraphel was here. This time, there were no Culin or Sasi to beg Seraphel for a nighttime story, and he was not making war against Digneral. So he seemed to take out his inadequacies in life in his attempt to win some kind of battle in the bedroom.

That was how Elena saw it. But the second night after Seraphel had come to Ovela, Lord Fallien didn’t get his way. Just as he was yawning and intimating they leave a party, Elena came up with a huge batch of song crystals.

“Oh! What’re these? Fallien, come see.”

Piral sat up, and Seraphel blinked at her gifts from Menorome.

“Song crystals. Hunter Tagil, Ser Raim, have you seen…? I intended to give them out.”

“Song what? From Menorome? I heard there was a [Singer], but we were too busy to visit the Synphasia.”

Everyone gathered around, and even Lord Fallien completely forgot about the bedchambers to listen to a few songs. Nothing would do but Seraphel explain her personal acquaintance with Cara, and even Ser Raim smiled as he listened to a few songs.

By the time they were done bickering over the song crystals and Seraphel had deftly gifted each Veteran Hunter with one, as well as Ser Raim, it was late. Tagil pocketed Ser Raim’s when the [Knight] refused.

“I regret that it feels improper to take a gift, Your Highness. I might play it at an inn as I travel, but not while I ride. Silence is oft-necessary.”

“Then I’ll take yours, Ser Raim. I have a daughter who will love this.”

Tagil, smiling, put both of his away, and Sylind sighed as Seraphel looked surprised.

“I had no idea you had one, Hunter Tagil.”

“She is often abed and in a safer place than this. But I will send both of these. Thank you, Your Highness.”

It was so late that Lord Fallien was almost asleep, quarreling over the best song with Piral. He looked over at Seraphel, but then he was late telling one of his [Captains] who to give the other song crystals to as rewards.

By the time he got to his rooms, Seraphel was asleep in a separate bed that she used if he was busy afield and didn’t want to disturb her. Elena saw a shadow pause—then go off to his room, sighing.

——

The next day, Fallien was notably bored and annoyed by the Foreign Hunters and Ser Raim wishing to take their leave. He was heading to Seraphel when someone held something out to him.

“Lord Fallien! The Landsreight is meeting regarding Marquis Seelthru’s proposal to immediately declare the ghosts an asset under command of the Landsreight.”

“What? The crown must be opposing that—don’t tell my sister! I’ll send Ovela’s response right away! We have to push for that.”

Fallien saw a chance to cast Ovela’s vote and raced for a [Mage] to send a [Message]-spell only to run into Piral.

“Fallien! We’re voting to leave the power of the ghosts under their control.”

“What? Piral, you idiot—”

Fallien snapped his mouth shut as Paladin Arteis floated after Piral, arms folded. He began to protest as Seraphel looked over and decided she didn’t want to enter Landsreight politics again.

A simple ‘yes’-‘no’ vote turned into a four-hour screaming match between Piral and Fallien. If he’d just gotten that message, he could have sent a vote as one half of Ovela, but the two Twins clashed on the issue. Piral had been speaking to Dame Arteis, who in no uncertain terms did not want to take orders from anyone but Culin or Sasi.

It was really lucky someone had delivered that message to Piral first, not Fallien. Once again, it was late when he found Seraphel slumbering.

——

Lord Fallien began to work harder on the fourth day. He had gotten antsy, and who should be there but Seraphel, no [Hunters], no Ser Dalimont, who was trying to take down the saboteurs with little luck, and no votes to cast.

“Seraphel, I was wondering if—ah.”

He barged into the room so fast he nearly smacked right into the scrying orb where King Reclis du Marquin and Queen Ielane were speaking to their daughter. Seraphel twisted, and Fallien tried to back out.

“Your Majesties!”

“Fallien! Earl Fallien, I hope. I do apologize—Seraphel was to speak with us, but it seems she could only make it this night. We do like to keep up.”

King Reclis was smiling, personable, and flustered Lord Fallien entirely.

“Not at all, Your Majesties. How is, uh, Calanfer…?”

He lingered for fifteen minutes of pleasantries, then fled. As he passed Elena, she could practically see him writing this off as ‘bad luck’ and plotting a moment to get Seraphel alone. The idiot had no chance.

——

On the fifth day, Fallien was about to pull Seraphel aside for a pre-lunch meeting when he found himself scratching his collar. Piral, who was elbowing him, stopped, felt at her elbow, and recoiled. She pointed to his neck.

“Fallien, you have fleas!”

He swore, and everyone leapt back. Fallien felt at his clothing.

“How!?”

Somehow, his entire wardrobe and bedding were infested. The [Lord] spent hours tossing his clothes in a hamper and calling for an [Alchemist] and swearing, wondering if it were a dog or some other animal like a horse.

He began, perhaps, to catch on after that, but it didn’t matter. Elena had made it her life’s goal to make sure he never had a private moment with Seraphel, and she had already levelled up twice.

She could now use her Skill up to three times a day if she was up at night, in nine-hour shifts. A sign she was getting better? Lord Fallien’s run of bad luck continued.

Day six: someone called for one of the Twins for an emergency in their lands that had him riding out only to be told no one had demanded anything. Piral had been conveniently showering, so he came back past dawn.

Day seven: he tried to get Seraphel alone three times in the entire day, but she was out on a long ride, in the completely wrong part of the keep that the serving girl told him, and then experiencing her monthlies.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, Lord Fallien. Please, don’t disturb her. It is a very delicate time unless you want children. Thank you.”

“But there are contraceptives—”

“She’s bleeding.”

And Elena closed the door on his face. She was immensely satisfied by his look, but on day eight, it went sour.

——

“My regularity? No, it’s not been bad at all.”

Seraphel turned faintly red and blinked at Elena as Lord Fallien inquired over breakfast. Piral spat out her food.

“Fallien, you ass. Don’t be indecorous!”

She punched her brother, and he turned, and Elena’s heart sank.

“Ah, well. I was perhaps misinformed. Then perhaps we should see more of each other. It has been a difficult week in that regard.”

“Oh. Yes. Absolutely. And I have deeply missed the opportunity to—myself.”

Seraphel paled instantly, and Elena stared at Fallien as he gave her a triumphant smile. Only to be half shouting in ten minutes.

“You did what?”

Elena pointed innocently at the hanging lines outside.

“I washed the bedding, Lord Fallien.”

“Well, get new—”

He kicked the door open to his rooms and stared as his personal bed—and Seraphel’s—were both missing.

“Where are the mattresses?”

“Being cleaned. For fleas.”

“Elena—”

Seraphel realized something was off as Lord Fallien spun. He took one breath, then smiled.

“Your Highness, we may have to wait until after dinner. I shall arrange a meeting this very night, agreed? That we might be properly close. Please tell your servant to make everything ready.”

Elena stared at Fallien with a smile on her face that annoyed him completely as he turned and stomped off. Seraphel turned to Elena.

“Elena. Have you been doing anything to Fallien? I thought I had been seeing less of him.”

She was sharp. But Elena gave Seraphel the blank, simple smile of a Helpful Servant.

“I do not know what you’re talking about, Seraphel. I have just been doing my job. I’m sorry if I’ve made a mistake.”

“Oh…I see. Thank you, anyway. Please have everything ready by nightfall. Actually, I rather appreciate the warning. Mariel, find a calming tonic for me?”

Elena could have let it be. But she heard that last part, saw the smile, and snapped slightly. If a Helpful Servant she was—a Helpful Servant she would be.

If there was no way out, then through it all—

That night, Lord Fallien had undressed Seraphel with compliments and wine as she smiled beatifically at him. He was positioning himself above her when he heard a clamor. He turned, snarling, and the doors flew open.

“Elena, don’t—”

Mariel and Thistel tried to grab her as Seraphel turned. Then—Elena hurled the bucket of wash water straight over Lord Fallien’s head. Only, it wasn’t wash water; it was from the chamber pots. It bounced off a barrier that appeared around Seraphel, protected by magic, as she screamed in shock. Fallien got all of it.

Elena stood there as the two [Maids] drew back in horror, smiling even when she saw him leap off the bed and stride towards her, hand raised. Then she did vanish—a flickering mote as she heard Seraphel shout and felt the room rock and heard the [Princess] scream at Lord Fallien and—

And she was so tired. Tired like Noelictus’ folk. Elena saw visions as her mortal body slumped to unconsciousness and a dark night drew over the Kingdom of Shade. She saw the Spider’s threads on her. Then…she also met them.

Six mice, of a kind. Nibbling on the Spider’s power in a strange place.

——

“Almost dead. Neither fully alive. Just like us. Just like us.”

Someone was speaking. Elena felt adrift in a sea of shadows, tethered only by the span of her life and Belavierr’s magic.

Like…a butterfly caught in a great web. And six strange beings were squatting, flitting around the web, devouring strands, fleeing from the Spider as she gathered them back in.

“You pay too much attention to one child snared by that great [Witch], █████████. We cannot touch her. My strength is almost ascendant. Ours are. This coming Winter Solstice, we will have the strength to bend into the living world.”

Someone else replied in a bitter voice. Elena couldn’t turn or look around, but one of the six…things…squatting there spoke. In three voices. An old woman’s crackling tone, a younger woman’s voice, and a mature woman’s snap, three voices in one.

The first speaker was amused, his tones enunciated, precise, like a scholar. She could almost picture him stroking his chin.

“Almost. But if we could touch this one, slip into her skin…”

“You would be a puppet, still. We rule. We are never ruled. This system is too powerful for us to subvert. Isthekenous was a fool.”

“He made it to govern us all, ████████.”

The scholarly one replied to a new voice, one which was authoritative. Elena almost pictured an air of command and, for some reason, a beard. She couldn’t have said why.

They were ideas. Three of them. One was three women in one, who spoke like the fates, like death itself. The other was a wise man, who spoke like he knew all secrets, had all knowledge, like the wizard in the tower. The third was the imperious one who ruled.

Yet all three were…flickering shadows. Desperate, for all their proud talk, hunched over, scavenging Belavierr’s immortal powers.

There were six, but the other three seemed less inclined to talk. The three talkative ones bickered. The three-in-one spoke to Elena, fingers touching at the web that Elena now felt was protecting her. She shrank back from the six.

They were dead. Dead and rotting. Eating whatever they could find in this place. Elena sensed, in the distance, countless spirits avoiding them. But watching, warily. Afraid.

“Can she hear us? Little child. You can. You are neither alive nor dead.”

The scholarly man shook his ‘head’. The idea of a head. The memory of a head.

“If she was dead, she could see us, but this is an opportunity. Girl. Do you know what we are?”

No. Elena had no idea. The leader of men, the bearded one, laughed.

“You surely do. Think of us as the greatest beings you can imagine. Bar none. We are wounded, but gathering strength. Worship us. My name is ████████.”

He tried to say it—and reality quaked as his name was spoken, then rewritten out of existence. It hurt him, and the other two laughed at his pain.

“Fool. Only a covenant allows us to teach them. Unless it is written down or remembered—the Laughing Folk did their job too well. We are dead, girl. But coming back. If you have the chance, say our names. Say our nature. We will reward you. In fact, wait for this Winter Solstice. We may offer you a pact. A way out of even this [Witch]’s power.”

The three-in-one was less happy than the other two.

“She is mighty. Even the ghosts of Dragons fear to tangle in her webs. She lays this in my domain. But for her, those last few morsels in the tombs would be ours.”

“We have eaten enough. What difference does one or two make?”

“I am hungry.”

Who was speaking now, Elena couldn’t tell. The voices grew indistinct, perhaps as she woke or they began to lose focus themselves. If she was an untethered soul trying to keep herself intact…they were the same.

“I am so hungry.”

That was all they were. Pleading figures, six of them, begging her.

“Wake up. Find my name. Say my nature. I am so…so hungry. More of it. Feed me more. Soon, I will devour them all, but help me and you will be rewarded. Hinder me and suffer. The hour of my return is coming.”

They begged. They threatened. And one of them, a bright huntress, a warrior, broke away from the five and whispered in Elena’s ear.

“We brought you here. This was our doing. A game laid long ago in the roots of this world. We are coming and so very, very hungry. On midwinter’s shortest night, touch my hand.”

Then Elena saw a hand reaching for her, claws tearing at the webbing on her, and she was screaming and hiding and then—

Then she woke, a puppet again.

So. Spider. Six strange beings nibbling at it all. It didn’t matter, in the end.

They were all trapped by that despair of Noelictus. When you thought that you knew it, could master it and defeat it—it was not one thing. It was not a secret you could bring to light, or an army you could set to their heels.

It was sadness. It was grief. It was the sound, across a kingdom, of a candle being burnt out.

——

Ridine

Ever since she had been a girl, she had been let down by the Hunters of Menorome. But that meant she had to first come to love them.

You could not be hurt by something you didn’t care about. Not deeply. Not in the way to make her feel like she was puking her heart out, and it was bleeding on the floor of the tiny apartment she had near the Hunter’s Guild.

She had always, always wanted to be a [Hunter]. Ever since she had seen Huntress Agshiga, Commander of the Royal Deathhunt, riding out of the palace.

What hunt that had been, Ridine didn’t know. But she recalled holding onto her parents’ hands and seeing the [Huntress] storming down the street as everyone stood to the side, her hair blowing behind her as she pointed a sword and men and women poured after her.

It had seemed like no foe in the world would have stood in her way. Her eyes were on the far-distance, and she had a crossbow in her other hand, as if already preparing to draw and fire.

A story. She had been the first one.

Of course, when the twelve-year-old girl had volunteered to be a message-runner for the Hunter’s Guild, before they even let her in as a Novice Hunter, she’d watched Agshiga every time the Commander of the Deathhunt came in.

But she didn’t see the wonderful champion. Just a woman talking about her upcoming marriage. Then getting married and not showing what Ridine knew was there.

She had ignored the older Hunters’ talk about how the guild was. Defended Agshiga and the others for years until one day she followed Huntress Pictirm out and saw her and Agshiga drinking until they went staggering out of the bar and one puked in an alleyway.

Then Ridine had quit the Hunter’s Guild and lay in her rooms so long her parents called for a [Healer]. She might have quit after that, abandoned her dreams and taken up another job.

But for Duchess Greina.

This time, Ridine was thirteen. Bitter, determined to ignore the Hunter’s Guild in that way where everything she loved became hate. Until she heard about a [Duchess] from Fiskren, the Duke’s own daughter, who loudly railed against the Hunter’s Guild.

How could Ridine not listen to that? She had watched the young Hunter Greina striding about, arguing with the Guildmistress until the woman sent her on hunts, remonstrating with fellow Hunters. Trying to reignite their sense of honor and passion.

Two years. Two long years of watching Duchess Greina struggle, and Ridine was back. She was training to be a Novice Hunter, to pass their rigorous athletics test despite not being the tallest or naturally most gifted girl around.

She was going to back Duchess Greina up, tell her—Ridine was too shy to talk to her on the streets—tell her she was not alone. Greina was talented, had an aura, and was a Dedicated Hunter already when she quit.

She just quit. One day, she wasn’t there, and everyone heard she had become a Silver-rank adventurer. All that passion and she just—left.

And where did that leave Ridine? The girl hadn’t been let down in the same way, but she looked at the Hunter’s Guild and thought—

If Greina won’t do it, I will.

Fifteen, then sixteen of failing the test once, then getting in as a Novice Hunter and being shouted at by the Desk Hunters, seeing the Veteran Hunters laze about, and realizing why Greina hadn’t been able to go it alone.

That was when Dedicated Hunter Haeight arrived, and this time, Ridine did her best to not admire her. She would bring Haeight reports, neutrally offer her crossbow bolts, and waited for Haeight to give up or say what Greina had.

But like Ridine, Haeight barely complained. She would sit, exhausted, until Ikhoven yelled at her, then stand. Even when she should have stopped, like the Crypt Lord, she just walked at it. Walked at it and hacked through the undead, as if she didn’t care if she got hurt.

In her eyes, Ridine saw the apathy, the despair, and the silent drive to continue. Just like Ridine, she could have fled. She could have stopped, and part of her wanted to. Haeight looked, sometimes, like a dying white wolf, hair bedraggled, sleeping in a corner, wondering why she did this. Then she would hear about a skeleton swarm and slowly, arms shaking, push herself up.

One last time, then. One more time, Ridine let herself believe this time, she had found the Hunter to aspire to be. And one last time, she was let down.

She didn’t understand it. She’d talked to Withrel and Ceinra, hoping they’d convince her she was wrong, offering speculation, reading books about mind control spells, or asking if Haeight’s family was being threatened. In the end, Withrel, calm Withrel, shouted at her that Haeight was like the others.

Whatever it was—she had fallen to it. Whether she needed saving or was just one of the Veteran Hunters, serving in corruption, she was not the woman Ridine could look up to.

But the [Hunter] did. Even now.

——

“—all is quiet. No undead, and Ailendamus’ soldiers are all past the border, our assigned point. You are all free to choose your assignments. I suggest making palisades or hunting for undead in villages.”

The Dedicated Hunter in charge of all of this was Ceinra. She had been picked along with thirteen other Hunters, including Ridine, as a kind of placating offering from Deilfec to the Landsreight. The woman had refused to send a single Veteran Hunter, so she’d sent a bunch of rookies, barely regular Hunters in Ridine’s case.

“Hunter Ceinra, what about the Hammer of Ovela? The Ovelian Keep has been having saboteurs.”

As often happened, Ridine’s piping voice and raised hand got her a glare from the [Trap Hunter].

“We’re not anti-infiltrator specialists. If you want to play guard duty, go ahead. The Twins won’t thank you. Those shining Thronebearers aren’t getting the job done.”

That was slightly unfair, because the Thronebearers had arrested or captured no less than twenty saboteurs and their hired help. But they just kept coming. The Twins couldn’t even post guards around the Hammer of Ovela. If they did, someone fired a hand-crossbow in the night and killed a soldier.

The harassment was insane. However, the attacks were getting less as the Thronebearers steadily used the soldiers to reduce the number of spies.

The Hunters of Noelictus stayed out of it. They killed undead, not people. Ridine saw Ceinra point at her.

“Just go rest. All of you. Call it our ‘indulgence’ of sloth. We’ll have work as soon as we get back to Menorome.”

That was true. Every Hunter sighed. They had been sleeping more, eating more, and Ridine swore she had put on ten pounds, a lot of it probably muscle. After Haeight had gone, they had begun working her as hard as Haeight. Worse.

I’ll do it. I’ll fight my way until I’m better than she was.

Ridine had her first scars: Ghoul bites that had almost gotten infected. She had nearly died…she’d lost count after eight. She wished Haeight were there, and she could tell Haeight how terrified she’d been or get axe-training tips.

Ridine used an axe and shield combo instead of two axes. She was a [Parry Hunter], someone who specialized in counterattacking after a foe wailed on her shield.

She could even pull a crossbow out and shoot it in a flash. [Countershot Parry].

It was her signature move. But she didn’t know if she could do this for two more years. Two more years of seeing Haeight up there, or however long it took her to make Dedicated Hunter, then Veteran Hunter. If she even had the will.

Withrel was talking about quitting. Duchess Greina had scouted him, personally, for her team.

“What am I doing?”

Ridine sat in the bed she’d been allotted in the Ovelian Keep, listening to the Hammer of Ovela thump. It was late at night, but she kept hours even most Noelictans considered late. She couldn’t sleep.

It had been a busy day. There had been a huge fight near midnight. The [Princess] of Calanfer had come out screaming at one of the Twins, Lord Fallien, about him laying hands on her servant.

Thronebearers and Ovela’s troops had been engulfed in a huge shouting match until Lord Fallien stormed away. The [Princess] had been throwing her aura and voice around in a rage—until one of her [Maids] handed her a speaking stone.

Ridine had felt like someone had plunged her into cold water the day she saw Haeight among the Veteran Hunters. It had looked much the same as Princess Seraphel did when she received a direct call from what rumor said was the monarchy of Calanfer. She’d vanished inside the keep.

Half an hour later, she had gone to Lord Fallien to beg his apologies.

——

There was a nasty feeling in Ridine’s mouth after that, so she’d tossed and turned, then ended up sitting in her bed, washing her mouth out with a cleaning potion you drank to keep your teeth clean. You weren’t supposed to swallow it, but she liked the taste so much she sometimes did.

It tasted of peppermint and, sometimes, strawberries, luxuries to a girl of Menorome. She stared at her crossbow she had disassembled and reassembled, a letter of resignation she’d written. She imagined marching up to Haeight and handing it to her, or Deilfec.

“I should quit. And become an adventurer. Or…a guard.”

“I could become a Road Warden and have less work, do just as much good, and be paid and respected better.”

“Why did Haeight change?”

She spoke questions into the darkness, and no one answered. Ridine stared for a long time at the bed and remembered Huntsong.

Cara, crazy and bickering, trying song lyrics. The other novices, even the Convict Hunters, some of whom told her how to gamble until Haeight shouted at them. And Huntress Haeight, smiling, looking so—relieved.

We made a difference. Why couldn’t we do that forever? Ridine would have given up all her levels and gold to go back and keep doing that.

“She didn’t betray us. She’s being threatened. Or there’s something she can’t tell me. Not yet. Not Haeight.”

She had known the Dedicated Hunter too well. Seen it all, Haeight suffering, her trying her best. Ridine tossed the letter to one side, as she had so many nights. She would rise to the challenge. Haeight had called down to her and told her to be careful.

She was still…

Ridine was about to try and get some sleep, but she figured a walk would tire her out. She exited her rooms, geared up as always. She was used to the weight of her axe and shield these nights.

The Hammer of Ovela was booming again when Ridine realized something was off. All the other nights, the Thronebearers had been out. She had sensed them, even if they were the stealthiest [Knights] she’d ever met.

But this night, due to the fallout with Lord Fallien, they were absent. And in that absence—Ridine paused and stepped into the shadow of a hallway.

There were [Guards] with torches ordered to question everyone they found, even Ridine, but they were ineffectual. This patrol came stomping down the halfway and never noticed her sitting in one of the alcoves that let archers fire across the walls.

[Stealth Pause]. Ridine let the guards pass, contempt on her face. Even as a regular Hunter, she was miles ahead of the average [Soldier]. They fought in ranks, and Ovela’s troops were very brave—but they were used to fighting with other people.

Not one had ever felt that crawl on the back of your neck as you stood in the middle of a field, waiting for a Bone Crawler to emerge, not certain whether it was on top of you or waiting for you to try to get away. Ridine was busy scanning the courtyard, but she didn’t see the infiltrators she’d sensed.

“All clear?”

“3:45! All clear!”

Fifteen minute patrols. The two sets of [Guards] entered the courtyard, sweeping it, then shouted at the archers in the towers of the keep. Ridine watched, wondering if a professional spy could hide in such a way that they were nimbly moving out of the [Guards]’ torches and lines of vision.

…No, that was stupid if you had a single chance observer like Ridine. Most of the would-be saboteurs had been simple hirelings, people paid to throw an explosive bag or activate a spell. They used it, ran, and they were people who needed coin, criminals, thugs, desperate people.

Ailendamus’ real [Infiltrators] were more clever. One of the Thronebearers, Dalimont, had caught one trying to dust every other bag of grain in one of the storehouses with poison. If there were any left, they were very, very…

Hm? Ridine was turning to go after watching for five minutes when she smelled something. It had come from the guards, and the same whiff drifted up to her.

Smells like the same stuff our Burstfire Arrows and Blast Potions are made of. It was a distinct alchemical compound. Ridine paused, then stared out the window at the Hammer of Ovela again.

“[Owl’s Vision: Location]. What is that?”

She didn’t have perfect [Owl’s Eyes], but she could magnify one spot and check it, to make sure an undead wasn’t lurking there. In this case, she saw something trailing from one of the [Guards]’ pockets, as if the courtyard were day and she were standing right in front of them.

A trail of reddish powder. They were marching all over the Hammer of Ovela, practically coating it with…Ridine felt a jolt of alarm in her stomach.

Blast dust? There was no way they could blow the Hammer of Ovela up. It had been designed to survive almost everything. But—wait a second. What if their goal wasn’t to destroy it?

Every time an infiltrator was caught, the Twins, soldiers, and the [Knights] went running. Ridine’s mind snapped to a sudden, terrible conclusion, and she saw one of the [Guards] pause.

“I think we have a [Spy]. Hey! Hey! They’re doing something to the Hammer! Call the Twins!”

He raised his torch, hefting it high as the other patrol of real guards whirled.

“Where?”

“He’s right here! Got them! Sound the alarm!”

The guard patrol scuffled forwards, either fighting someone for real or pretending. Ridine was charging down the corridor.

“Stop! Get clear of the Hammer!”

She heard the keep come alive with practiced readiness. Only, this time, Ridine was shouting and running down the halls.

“The Hammer is trapped. Back! Back!”

Soldiers skidded to a halt, but they stared at her Hunter’s garb and didn’t know who to trust. The guards below were shouting ten kinds of alarm.

“We’ve got one! We need help!”

Damn them! There were too many people coming from too many sides, and they were shouting, following the orders they knew. Ridine sprinted down towards the Hammer, and she did the only thing she could think of. She drew her axe and shield.

“Traitors in the keep! Drop your weapons or die!”

She ran at the [Guards], who whirled, saw the Hunter charging them, and brought their weapons up.

“Hey, what’s—”

“Kill her! It’s the spy! Help. Heeeeeeelp!”

One of the [Spies] dropped the act, but pointed at Ridine, pretending she was the saboteur. Then they charged her.

The patrol was an eight-man group. She only realized they weren’t Ghouls or undead when they tried to spread out and one took a shot at her with something.

It punched into her shoulder as she spun, and she felt a piercing blade in her flesh. Crossbow. Serrated tip. We don’t use—

“Traitors in the courtyard! Get clear of the Hammer!”

She kept screaming, and now the soldiers were aware either she or the guards were fake and no longer rushing towards it. One of the spies, tearing a helmet from his face, swore.

“Abandon the plan! Break up and escape before the [Knights] arrive! [Contingency Plan: Lights Out]!”

A very powerful [Spy] glared at Ridine—and every torch and magical light blinked out. Everyone was plunged into darkness, including Ridine. She heard screams, shouts, and held perfectly still, every muscle alert.

They were still here. The Huntress’ head turned left and right—then she lunged. She swung her axe with the confidence of someone who had fought blind—and heard a scream. Felt her tear at something, and she hacked.

“Help! They’re—”

Warm blood under her gloves. She almost froze up, realizing this was the first person she’d ever fought. Ever killed. But she swung that axe down, then brought her shield up as she sensed a figure move. A blow chipped the bottom, splintering the reinforced wood. Someone shouted.

“Kill the Hunter.”

And there was a twang of someone firing a hand-crossbow. Ridine had already spun away, and someone screamed in the distance as the bolt went wide. She turned, caught a blow across her face, and her head rang; but it was a mace. Her shield went up, and a blow rang on her shield.

“[Hammer Blow]—”

The traitorous [Guard] drew back his hammer to smash her down. Ridine countered.

“[Countershot Parry].”

She dropped her handaxe, swung her crossbow up as it appeared in her hand, fired, and grabbed the axe again in one motion. This time, there was not even a scream, just the terrible sound of a thunk and something tearing its way through armor and flesh.

Silence, now. The [Soldiers] of Ovela were shouting, calling for lights, a long way away. Ridine tried to count. Six?

Someone at her back—coming in from the side. She swung her axe sideways and cut a face. A scream—then a piercing cold tip in her back.

“Run away, Hunter.”

A voice hissed in her ears. Ridine’s mouth opened on a scream, but she choked it back. The figure expected her to try to get away—she threw herself back on the blade and turned.

“[Shield Bash]. [Whirl of Steel]!”

She cut the wrist off, and a voice choked off a cry of agony. Ridine stumbled, and she sensed six figures backing away. Then—heard a sigh.

“I’ve been cut. Tell the Baron we’ve failed. Arm yourselves with poisons. Aim at the Twins or that [Princess].”

The [Spy] whose hand she had severed stood there as Ridine raised her shield. The figures around her paused, and she heard them fumbling with cloth. She shouted.

“Hunter of Noelictus! Stay clear! They’re armed to die!”

She thought she heard a shout. Her heart was pounding out of her chest. She couldn’t see.

Six versus one. Haeight had told her…Ridine’s legs were trembling. She felt hot and cold and blood running down her back. The world was spinning, and she realized the blade was poisoned. She lifted her shield, terribly afraid.

Hunter Haeight. Could she live up to Haeight’s deeds? She didn’t know. Ridine’s eyes were burning, her tongue was dry, and her arms shook. But her axe lifted high as she shouted.

This time—tell them.

“Hunter of Noelictus. Hunter!”

They didn’t understand. They were trying to kill her, to get away. The first [Spy] threw themselves at her with a blade, thinking he had the advantage because he’d given up on his thoughts for survival.

He sank his blade past the Hunter’s shield, into armor and flesh. The Hunter never wavered, but brought her shield down and cracked his skull into pieces. Drove the broken bone into brain. She spun as an arrow struck her arm and advanced. A diving shadow, racing forwards, hacking an arm from a shoulder, beheading one body. Then another.

A shadow, yanking one crossbow bolt out and firing another point-blank. Driving the next quarrel through an enemy’s eye. As light grew—a slumping figure, hat hanging heavy on their head. Lying amidst a pool of blood. A final figure ran, and Ridine fired once, and the quarrel struck the back of their head. Then, as Ceinra ran towards her, she was pulling her hat off her head and whispering up.

“Tell Haeight…tell her I should have listened. I’m going to sleep now, okay?”

Ridine closed her eyes. She was so weary. She had to rest. When she woke up, she would get back to work.

In the shadows of Ovela’s keep, a single Hunter died.

——

The day after, Lord Fallien wrote a report to the Palace of Shadows detailing an encounter with more agents of Ailendamus. He noted eight dead [Spies] and a single casualty: a Hunter of Noelictus.

He commended the fallen Hunter to the Hunter’s Guild and formally withdrew a complaint about their efficacy. That was all that Fallien Ovela thought of the matter.

One more Hunter. Thousands of [Soldiers] had died over the years in this war with Digneral. Hunters gave their lives for Noelictus. It was tragic, and he arranged for her to be buried here or sent back to Menorome if need be with full honors, whatever they were for Hunters, whatever the cost.

It didn’t matter. It did not. She was one amongst a nation.

——

Something gently broke inside Cara when she read Ridine’s name. Softly, at first. It was quiet with denial as she read and re-read the name and looked up at Deilfec’s face.

“Is that a mistake? Why was she…there? Ridine? What was she doing hunting spies?”

It grew louder, and Cara didn’t hear the Guildmistress’ reply. The sound was echoing through her, a crashing sound of breaking glass and something beautiful turning to splinters forever. Growing louder with each second. Then Cara put her hands over her ears.

Not yet. She didn’t let it out, yet. She stumbled away, not knowing what she was doing or who she was looking for.

“Cara? What’s wrong?”

Princess Kadane was bored, trying to ignore her mother’s tempestuous moods she could feel throughout the royal wing. She stopped drinking wine and looked up as Cara walked past her, face pale, eyes staring ahead. The [Singer] turned.

“Ridine is dead.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Who—who is Ridine, Cara?”

The [Princess] searched her memory, but she didn’t know. Cara looked at her and stumbled on.

——

“I cannot be calm. Bring me another draught, Liletrec! Cara? Cara! Where are you?”

Queen Nicterise was raging. She stared at her shaking hands as Prince Gedal peeked around the [Keeper].

“Take Gedal away. Now, Liletrec.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“No. I want to stay, Mother!”

He shouted, but Liletrec pulled him away from the [Queen]. Nicterise almost reached for the boy, then stared at her hands and the shattered room around her. She recoiled—then called for someone who could accept her moods and help.

Who she trusted.

“Cara! Where are you?”

She found the [Singer] walking like a dream throughout the royal palace.

“Cara—”

Nicterise realized something was wrong. Cara’s face was white, and she was beginning to hiccup now. Tears dripping down her face, nose wet and beginning to run.

“What is going on?”

“Ridine.”

The [Queen] didn’t know who that was either. She stopped, and her season of wrath halted for a second as she gently plucked the letter Cara was holding from her hands. She read it once and closed her eyes.

“Who was she?”

“The bravest kid I ever—she was sixteen. Just sixteen. She was a Novice Hunter, and they got her killed chasing spies. I—I—I—thought it was over. Where’s—where’s Haeight? She should never have been there. The fucking Twins. This—”

Cara was babbling. Then she looked around for Haeight and thought of the Hunter’s Guild. Nicterise held the letter, re-reading it, and her wrath was quiet. There wasn’t enough room for it, anymore, in her.

Nicterise stood there, holding the letter, as Cara began to run. Ran out the palace as the Queen of Faces sank deeper into her madness. Ran down the streets, dodging past people, through Menorome, to the Hunter’s Guild. But when she got there, she was too late.

Haeight had already lost her mind. She was lying on the ground as Hunter Loshell and Pictirm pinned her down. The tables were strewn about; someone had hacked through one of the banisters and left a mithril axe embedded in the wood. She never uttered a word until Cara arrived.

Then a scream without words. Veteran Hunters stood there as Ikhoven shouted for order, crossbow in hand. He was white-faced, eyes rolling.

“A Hunter is dead. Another one! Be silent! Control yourselves until Deilfec gets here. This is how it has been and always will be. Haeight, stop attacking your fellow Hunters or I will shoot you myself.”

He trained the crossbow on her, and she went still. Cara threw herself onto Haeight, and the Veteran Hunter looked at her, eyes wide and empty.

They left. They left, and a hole opened in the Hunter’s Guild. This was not the first time it had happened. Nor the last. Novice Hunters moved about quietly, watching with wide eyes as Hunters stopped in place, taking in the news as they came in or demanding answers.

Silence, for them. Hiding that breaking noise that was only internal. Quietly, oh, so quietly, Loshell brushed at his bruised cheeks as Pictirm got up. She spat something about Haeight—stood there as Hunter Withrel got up.

He tossed his crossbow onto the ground, then drew a sword he so rarely used. Still sheathed, he snapped the blade across his knee and dropped it. Then he took his hat off his head. The Hunter dropped it on the ground and walked out of the Hunter’s Guild.

The Veteran Hunters didn’t leave. Visc pulled at Pictirm’s arm, and they walked out of the Hunter’s Guild. Behind them, Hunter Loshell simply went back to the table where he’d been having lunch. He took a spoon and began to eat.

His face was blank. He tasted every bite and not at all, and he pulled another plate over. Then he walked over and demanded food. When he sat back down, he began to consume everything he could see.

He ate without stopping, as if he had never eaten a bite in his life and never intended to again. In the streets, Visc walked into the first store he found and flashed a golden Hunter’s Card. He bought everything that caught his eye and interest, then found a gambling parlor. He threw gold onto the table and looked around.

Everything that caught the [Hunter of Greed]’s eye became an occasion to bet. He summoned [Gamblers] and challenged other clients. Rich ones. He began to bet, not caring about the money he had, but in a wild abandon. Not to win more, but to bankrupt them. Himself, them—a laughing Veteran Hunter with empty eyes.

Pictirm just walked into a bar and ordered five bottles. Then she began to drink them. After a while, she tossed in sleeping pills and walked out. Trying to turn the world off a while. Other Hunters poured in and out of the Hunter’s Guild, getting back to work, numb to it. Indulging in their sins.

A red line, a Skill written in blood, oozing from the hearts of every Hunter present. And amidst them all, a Hunter with white hair, a neat ponytail. Lying on the ground of the Hunter’s Guild. Fallen, never to get up.

She was trying to sleep. Hunter Haeight stared at nothing at all, but just had a thought. If she slept, perhaps she might dream of a world where today had never happened. If she slept…she might never have to wake up again.

The [Singer] wouldn’t stop her. The [Singer] looked like a toy that had broken. A wind-up doll, a puppet with its strings cut. She was slumped over, staring at nothing at all and listening to the crashing sound in her ears.

All of this, the old Hunter saw.

Piortesenzth stood like a forgotten memory in this Hunter’s Guild he did not know, amidst his kin whom he had never known, and he, who they had never met. He beheld it, and he had never known Ridine either.

But this, he knew. At last, he moved, his bones weary with age and death and defeat.

“So this is the misery of my beloved Kingdom of Shade. It was not always this way, but I have known this. Come, Hunter Haeight.”

He bent down over the fallen Hunter. She stared up at him, unmoving. She had no will to accept his hand. So Piortesenzth knelt and picked her up. Then he turned his head as Loshell looked up and the Hunters stopped a moment.

“Hunter Piortesenzth? Where are you going? Haeight’s rooms are…”

Marvekh called out, uncertain. All the oldest of Hunters said was this, to Cara, to the others. To Withrel, to Visc, to Pictirm and the others he found. He held Haeight close and told them simply:

“Follow me. We must lay our sister to rest properly.”

——

It took them a while to assemble at Ovela. They did not arrive overnight. It was too far, and the Hunters did not race. They rode, Visc on his steed, Loshell hiring a wagon so they could stare out at the landscape, not at each other.

Then, as night fell and the [Driver] protested it was too late, and the steeds were as tired as he, they got out and walked. Only the loyal horse kept going as the Hunters walked on.

In that quiet group of thirty-some figures, Loshell, Visc, Pictirm, Piortesenzth, Haeight, Withrel, Choirene, Loekr, were every Hunter who had known her well.

The Veteran Hunters had not ever hunted with Ridine, but more than one remembered her as the Novice Hunter running errands, and they strode along without a word. Cara was one of that number.

She had not told the Synphasia she was going. In this moment, she was no longer ‘Cara the [Singer]’, but Cara the Conscript Hunter who had marched with Huntsong. This time, there was no song.

It was a long walk, and she had time to understand why she was grieving so much. Be it so cruel, but Ridine was one Hunter where Cara had seen so many die. But this time, it was different.

The reason they grieved, especially the Veteran Hunters, was guilt.

Cara had been at Afiele. That failure would never leave her. It was etched on her like a scar behind every smile, and sometimes it ached so much she thought she would scream. But she had been able to do nothing. She had tried and made terrible mistakes.

Ridine, though. Ridine was different. She wasn’t an overwhelming tragedy that made Cara numb because her heart could not take it all in. Ridine was someone that should not have died.

This, Cara knew, she could have stopped.

I could have prevented this. If I had heard her name on the lists. If Haeight had. If I had talked with Nicterise. If Ridine knew the truth of the Hunter’s Guild.

It was why the Veteran Hunters had gone mad, a bit. A Hunter had been called for, and instead of them, politics and the secrets of the Hunter’s Guild had sent a rookie.

If they had told her. It was in every sleepless step of Pictirm’s heavy boots. In Loshell’s thousand-mile stare. They had hoped Ridine would one day join their number. Planned on it, even. Silently cheered her on like they had with Haeight.

Now she was dead. And it was their fault. Not just because she had been too young, fighting spies alone without backup or training or respect.

She had been a Hunter. Eight spies had fallen to a swinging axe and a Hunter’s crossbow in pitch blackness. Ridine should have been there in the Hunter’s Guild, levelling, rioting against Deilfec. They could have stopped this.

But for the lie the Hunter’s Guild carried, she was dead. They had all made their peace with it, or so Cara thought.

She realized she had become part of the palace, even despite her objections. She had sympathized with the royal family for every good reason, despite knowing how privileged their roles were, because she saw Nicterise’s desperate fight against her swinging moods. Saw their own nobility shining in the Palace of Shadows.

Cara had entirely forgotten what it was like to be Ridine, fighting alone. So it broke her. Just as it did Nicterise and many others who held this secret.

I could have done something. This is my fault.

They were Hunters of Noelictus. They marched selfishly, each one carrying all the blame alone, as if they were the one shadow holding up the sky as the sun set on the second day of marching. Overarrogant, seeing their shadow in the body of their sister. Tired to the point of collapsing.

None more so than Haeight. She walked like the dead herself, the only thing keeping her stumbling gait going being need. The need to say goodbye. To make sure Ridine got her rest.

——

Piortesenzth saw it all. He alone had never known Ridine, never said a word to her. But he had awoken in these times—and looked around and seen his kindred, the Hunters, and not gone back to his coffin.

His wounds were still healing. But what kept him looking was this. The misery that ground them down was greater than he had ever known. He felt the Spider’s hand on it. A great web engineered to tear their hearts to bits and bleed them, drop by drop.

A nation straining to breathe with a rock placed on its chest. In Haeight, he saw courage, desperation, wrath, and will. The makings of the same [Hunter] who had walked out of a tomb and faced down a Skeleton Lord in the snow.

She might have won. To him, she was like a little sprout.

But what had turned her into the zombie who walked forwards, looking like a shell of a woman? When Ceinra came out of the Ovelian Keep sitting squat in the distance, with a crossbow raised and aimed at Haeight’s chest, the [Axe Hunter] looked almost relieved.

Then Ceinra fired her crossbow straight at Haeight.

Piortesenzth caught the quarrel in the air. His arm moved a fraction as the bolt stopped, and he tossed it aside as Ceinra stopped.

“Ceinra, drop it!”

Pictirm had her crossbow drawn. Ceinra pointed at Haeight.

“You—”

Visc leapt across the ground in a single dash and kicked her off her feet. She went down in a flurry, trying to draw a blade or her wires, but he pinned her. She was thrashing, screaming.

“This is your fault! Haeight!”

More guilt, written on her face. A Hunter driven to murder. Visc was snapping at Loshell.

“Get me something to tie her hands down with. You tried to murder—”

“Enough.”

Piortesenzth spoke, and Visc froze as he knelt on Ceinra’s back. The [Trap Hunter], still fighting, looked up as he stared down at her.

“Who are you? Who—”

He had walked amongst them like a shadow. Now, Piortesenzth leaned on the world slightly. He called upon the thing some called ‘auras’ and others learned was just your soul unbound, leaking from your body.

The same wrath that could come through the eyes, the sensation of sadness that went beyond tears or a body’s language? It was that. He was old and, some might have said, mighty.

Shadows lengthened on the grass as Ovela’s guards stared down at the Hunters, calling for the Twins. The dark air of Noelictus turned to blackness, and Piortesenzth’s shadow stretched down the road, as if he stood before some fantastic light. But the light was invisible, and his shadow had no end, no matter how far Cara looked.

Ceinra looked up at Piortesenzth in uncertainty and fear as the rest of the Hunters gathered.

“Who are you?”

All he said was this:

“I am Piortesenzth. Oldest of the living Hunters of Noelictus. One of the Hunter’s Guild’s secrets. Put down your weapons, Huntress. Rise. We will bury our sister, then let everything else come.”

The altercation and his presence had attracted the Twins and Seraphel. They came out with [Knights] in golden armor, and he watched their faces.

Guilt on the [Princess], bloodshot eyes and misery. The golden [Knights] looked like mocking men and women full of themselves, but at least one seemed to hang his head with that shame and regret.

It was more than he could see on the faces of the Twins, who regarded him with awe. Even the ghost of that [Paladin] had more sympathy, though her face was calm. She was a soldier and took death upon her like a blow to be endured.

The Hunters were not soldiers. Piortesenzth watched Ceinra get to her feet.

“Where is she?”

“In—in—”

She pointed, and Piortesenzth began to walk. He turned to Haeight, who hadn’t moved. Now, she gave him an empty look, and he nodded.

“Great Hunter! Welcome to Ovela! Are you reinforcements? Ah—we regret the loss of one of your members. Who are you?”

Piortesenzth walked past the Twins. Their welcome turned to shock, then offense. One reached to stop him, a [Guard], and he looked the man in his eyes with his own. Then he walked on.

“We are here for our sister. No other. Stand in our way and die.”

They did not stand in his way. Piortesenzth let Haeight go ahead, and he saw her emerge from a crypt with a shrouded body in her hands. A head bound in cloth in Ceinra’s shaking grasp.

Now, she was breaking to pieces, and Seraphel turned away. Cara looked at Piortesenzth, and the ancient Hunter’s lips moved.

“Come. Did she wish to be buried anywhere?”

“No. She never said—she was afraid of coming back.”

Haeight’s voice broke. So Piortesenzth looked around, then pointed.

“This place is no fit spot. Let us find her somewhere pleasant.”

——

They cremated Ridine’s body. Cara helped build the pyre. Ridine was a girl of Menorome, but the tombs had been long sealed, and the death magic would try to claim her body very soon, even though Ceinra had removed her head.

It was a horror to see even the shrouded pieces put on top of the bed of wood. The Hunters would incinerate her remains to ensure no one could ever take her in death. Then someone would bring her ashes to her family.

Seraphel had tried to speak to Cara. Something was terribly wrong with her, Cara could see it. But the [Singer] was a [Hunter], standing close as Haeight lit the first flame.

The words were not hers. She had no right to them. She only listened to the tributes, her eyes stinging as flames caught and smoke rose.

But no tears. Now she was empty, just like she had been at Afiele. She didn’t know what came next. Looking right and left, she saw the Veteran Hunters would live. They had spent their grief.

Haeight? Withrel? Ceinra, kneeling so close to the pyre that the flames were scorching her skin?

A shadow stood, watching the fire grow, then turn to glowing embers, then ash. Piortesenzth waited until even the smoke was fading, then spoke.

“I understand it now, the grief of my brothers and sisters in this age. I have been waking, passing centuries in flashes of moments. But this. This time I awake to now is harsh. Hunters have always fought against great strife. When I saw the first Hunter’s Guild rise, monsters roamed these lands. Fanged beasts that changed with the moon, predators who ate the blood of people and, some, their flesh. Monsters, masquerading as mortals. Dark shadows skulking down from caves to devour and kill.”

The Hunters turned to him, and Piortesenzth stood there, eyes distant. He regarded them all, each one, another legend, but mortal.

Cara had met Belavierr, Arteis, and even seen that Revenant, and of them all, Piortesenzth was the most fragile. He was not immortal. Just old. And he seemed to feel it. He looked at his gloved hands, then tugged one off, revealing his hands and the pale scars over dark skin.

“Life was so scarce and fleeting at times, and we were ants slaying the mountains themselves, or so it felt. I knew the bravest of Hunters dying to no avail. Yet it almost felt like the despair of those days is matched by the quiet suffering of this. I have seen the weight of overwhelming odds, but this is a slow death of exhaustion, guilt, and fear. Something gnawing at the bones of Noelictus.”

“We should have never let it come to this. We should have done more. Told them everything.”

Loshell spoke, and the younger Hunters looked to him. Piortesenzth nodded.

“Perhaps. I have been told every reason by Deilfec, by Agshiga and more. They are good reasons. Yet look.”

He knelt down and stared bleakly into the ashes.

“…Look what it costs and how it kills us from the inside. We are Hunters, yes. But we never should have hunted in secret. You have carried this burden long, all of you. But you are part of Noelictus’ fate. You are allowed to choose.”

His eyes looked up, and the Veteran Hunters stood there, some sitting or kneeling or standing silent. Haeight rose, Ridine’s ashes in her hands, and her voice shook.

“None of this matters, Piortesenzth. Nothing does. Ridine is dead, and it is my fault.”

“No—”

Every voice contradicted her. Piortesenzth turned to Haeight and adjusted his hat. Then he hesitated, uncertain himself.

“I am…sorry, Hunter Haeight. I speak at our sister’s funeral of the Guild, of the Kingdom of Shade, when I should have spoken of her. I felt like a dreamer so long. I am ashamed.”

“I am ashamed, too. I forgot what it was like. I should have told her enough to let her—to understand. It’s so cruel how we do this. It has to end.”

“Yes. I see it, now. I see how it costs the older Hunters. I say it also: this must end. The truth must be told.”

Piortesenzth nodded, and Visc choked.

“Hunter Piortesenzth! The cost!”

“I know.”

Those yellow eyes like faded lightning regarded Visc, and Piortesenzth turned.

“I know there are contracts and clever traps to make this go as long as possible. She always did like to bleed her prey and watch them suffer. But this must end.”

He pointed down at the ground, the burnt wood smoldering in a little field of pale white flowers. Piortesenzth looked around and saw Cara.

“I shall not sleep. I am so tired I cannot go back to bed. This will be my final waking. For better or worse, it ends. I and, if I can will it, our long misery. I am Piortesenzth, again. Hunters. I am your comrade from thousands of years ago. No longer shall I be Noelictus’ final weapon, but a Hunter among many.”

Pictirm sighed, and then her tears did fall. Cara looked up, and Piortesenzth stood there, flexing his hands, inhaling the air of Noelictus, looking around, and the [Singer] felt her eyes sting.

He had found his resolve to call an end to his own struggle. Now, Piortesenzth’s head rose, and paradoxically, he seemed to gain in strength by the second. His last, long hunt was here, and he no longer needed to husband his strength.

“Yes.”

This was what Cara said, and the Hunters looked to her. The [Singer] met Haeight’s red eyes and held them. She turned to the Veteran Hunters, then to Piortesenzth.

“Let it be an end to everything. It all has to stop, this wheel of misery. For better or—no. Nothing could be worse than this. Let me help, please. Let me do what I can. I swear I will help find an end to everything.”

She had never made a promise like that, with no idea of how, only the desire and knowledge it must be so. Yet Piortesenzth ducked his head, and the Hunters seemed to take one deep breath.

It hurt. Ash stung their lungs, and their eyes were red, their hearts empty of tears, and their souls cut. They were bleeding.

This, at least, the ancient Hunter seemed to understand. He nodded at Cara.

“I am a simple blade, singer. A shadow. I cannot lead or divine a clear path or even lift someone’s spirits with words. I am a Hunter, and our sister is dead. Now, we have laid her to rest. Now, I ask: who did this?”

“Ailendamus.”

Ceinra’s face was bleak. She wiped at her face, and Piortesenzth looked around.

“A nation that sent spies in the night? The one I was told borders ours?”

“Yes. Why?”

“That way, then. Come if you have the desire.”

He began walking. Out of the meadow, his steps slow. The shadow stepped past Haeight, who looked up, then rose slowly. One of the Hunters looked up and called out.

“Hunter Piortesenzth! What are you doing? It might be war. We have no orders. Her killers are dead.”

Piortesenzth looked back once as the Hunters paused, then Loshell began to walk, and then Visc and Pictirm, Withrel, Ceinra…and Cara, pulled forwards by a terrible desire.

“We are Hunters. Not sane, good folk. We kill beasts. One has slain our sister. Now—we hunt.”

Then he was walking on until he came to a road. He followed the road, and the Hunters of Noelictus followed him, striding along until they met beasts to slay.

——

They came over the border around late morning. There was no attempt to hide. There were barely thirty of them. The [Soldiers] recognized the Hunters of Noelictus and sounded an alarm, but they didn’t understand what this was.

They assumed it was a formal delegation or a trap. Then they called it a raid.

It didn’t matter what it was. Drell Knights came riding out of their outposts as the Greatbows trained on the Hunters. [Soldiers] called fierce warnings, then assembled in lines of steel and advanced on the Hunters.

Their [Dangersenses] began going off within a thousand feet of the oldest of the Hunters. Horses reared and refused to go near, even war stallions. The soldiers hesitated, but the Baron told them to engage on sight.

So the Greatbows fired the famed Lance-Arrows of Ailendamus, spears of steel loosed from giant contraptions, and the old Hunter dodged two. He stepped out of a cloud of dust and raised a hand.

Then the bright sun of Ailendamus’ border waned. [Soldiers] looked up, cried out, and the Baron Digneral, miles away, stopped and stared as a shadow passed across the skies.

A dark cloud, as if Noelictus’ gloom had spread from the Kingdom of Shade. He felt his palms begin to sweat and looked around for ghosts. But there were none. Just Hunters.

——

“Hold! Hold—”

The [Soldiers] were submerged in the darkness, but their [Captain] was ordering them to hold with pikes raised. They were forming a line of metal, and the Hunters were few in number. The crossbows were trained in the second rank, ready to fire.

Should they loose now? No, the Drell Knights were calling out their readiness to charge. A full company was at the ready—and when the darkness cleared and [Light] spells were activated, the Greatbows would begin firing.

“The Order of Drell! Glass and Glory!”

A [Knight] who was able to see in the darkness charged, lance lowered, helmet glowing with magic as he spied his target. Hunter Piortesenzth was holding still, waiting, as the [Knight] charged at him.

Their eyes were adjusting to the darkness. The [Soldiers] of Ailendamus could see the Hunters now, vaguely. The [Captain] pointed.

“[Mark Target]! Fire on my—[Mark Target]! [Mark Target]?”

His [Soldiers] holding crossbows were staring at him, but the Skill wasn’t working. The [Captain] tried to tag Piortesenzth, but the [Ancient Hunter] just waited.

“Prepare to fire—”

The Drell Knight leapt forwards, shouting as he thrust his lance.

“[Lance of Burnished Glass]!”

He thrust, and the old Hunter moved. He became a blur, a flash of metal—and the horse died. The armored stallion fell, head falling from the body. The [Knight] screamed as a blade rammed through his glass armor, and the [Captain] of Ailendamus’ soldiers faltered.

He cut through enchanted armor like it wasn’t there.

“F—”

The [Knight] was still alive. The Hunter’s yellow eyes were gleaming at the [Soldiers] as he put a hand on the [Knight], using the screaming warrior like a shield. The [Knight] tried to unsheathe a sword as the [Captain] hesitated—then Piortesenzth spoke.

“[Nemesis Skill: Plague of Cuts].”

He let go of the Drell Knight, then threw the man forwards. The pikes raised to avoid skewering their own as the armored figure flew at them. He crashed into the front rank, and the [Captain] screamed.

“Fire! Back! B—”

Five crossbows snapped, but the armored line of soldiers never fired the volley. Their lines began to explode with blood as the cut [Knight]’s body jerked, and the [Pikewoman] next to him screamed, and a line of red slashed through her armor. Then the two people standing shoulder-to-shoulder with her were both slashed, and the ones next to them were trying to back away, but it was too late.

A rippling line of blood and broken metal. The [Captain] felt a tearing pain at his arm, looked down, and saw nothing at all.

“Retreat! Retreat!”

He was screaming and realizing he was one of the few people left on his feet when the Hunter found him. He fell out of the air, swords drawn, and the [Captain] screamed a second before the blades found his throat.

——

“Monster.”

Someone whispered the word. Ailendamus’ forces faltered in fear as they saw an entire company of two hundred [Soldiers] perish in a moment. But they didn’t run.

“High-level foe. Tell the Baron that Noelictus has sent their champion. Drell Knights, with me. Charge for your kingdom! Stall him!”

Drell Knights on foot surged forwards, their horses too spooked to fight. Piortesenzth was advancing, aiming at the [Soldiers] trying to spread out, their formations useless. One of the Drell Knights turned.

“Hunter!”

She raised her shield, and a mithril axe crashed into it. The [Knight] staggered, but riposted with their sword. They cut at another [Hunter] with white hair and cut a line across her armor. But she didn’t even slow, and the other axe came down.

“[Emergency Parry]!”

“Dame Ithicene! On the fl—”

The Drell Knights whirled to assist her, but then recoiled. A [Hunter] on horseback flashed by them, and his sword slashed across one of the [Knights]’ helms. Visc rose past the Drell Knights and fired a crossbow point-blank at their leader. The figure shouted—he had blocked the crossbow bolt, but acid was splashing through the visor. He yanked at his helmet and saw a shadow in the gloom.

“[Flawless Block]!”

His shield raised at a perfect angle and blocked the axe that came down, but Loshell’s blow crushed the armored figure into the earth. The [Knight] looked up, arm broken, as the [Hunter of Gluttony] raised the axe again.

“Knight-Captain!”

The Drell Knights were in chaos. The one fighting the [Huntress] with two axes was trying to fend her off. But the blows kept coming. She didn’t care if she was struck; she kept swinging, and her eyes—

Her eyes were glowing. Pale light. Madness and grief that made her wild—and calm. Even in her frenzy, Haeight’s blows were methodical and cut across an elbow, at the neck, sinking into the gorget, then hewing into the side.

Blood ran from the [Knight]’s armor as Haeight kept hammering at it, hacking through the glass into flesh and bone. She kept striking the corpse on the ground.

No one stopped her. When she rose, blood on her leather armor, she turned, seeking someone else. Not a word on her lips.

——

The Greatbows were trying to fire in the darkness, but they were under attack.

“Archer! Arch—”

A bolt sunk into one of the [Greatbow Archers]’ foreheads, and they slumped as the crew trying to man the greatbow hunkered down. But another bolt blew apart a second emplaced Greatbow, and there were Hunters down there, hidden, picking them off!

Huntress Pictirm shot another [Rider] through the head as they tried to ride down on the Hunters fighting with Piortesenzth. They were so…slow.

Nothing like a bounding Ghoul leaping from side to side. The Hunters were fighting living, cunning foes, but these ones also had so many weaknesses the dead did not.

They could feel fear. They bled out. They felt pain. And they had never met the Veteran Hunters of Noelictus.

Nor were they prepared for their own dead to begin rising. An unnerved [Mage] was screaming at Baron Digneral as he tried to [Scry] the battle at his border outpost.

“The dead! The dead are coming!”

“Do they have a [Necromancer]? Noelictus? Impossible. How—?”

He thought it might be Feren after all when Digneral heard a voice. It sounded familiar—yet he had never heard the haunting melody like this before. He saw, out of the smog, fleeing [Soldiers] running away as a corpse leapt at them.

A Ghoul. Controlled by a [Grave Singer]. Then he saw Cara, and she was fighting with the Hunters. But where they slaughtered with blades and crossbows—she looked at a group of archers aiming at Haeight.

And Cara screamed. She screamed with every ounce of sound she had, louder than the [Wailer Frog Scream]. She shrieked like she had heard the Wailing Pits scream, and [Archers] fell over, stunned, dropping their bows, covering their ears.

The sound made Digneral recoil. The scrying orb fell from his hand and smashed on the ground as he tried to race forwards. He was shouting, that terror back in his mouth.

Hunters.

The [Singer] screamed and screamed until her throat was bloody and she passed out. Then one of them picked her up and dragged her back: Visc, an arrow in his arm. Yet the rest continued, Haeight until Withrel and Ceinra carried her back, twenty-one wounds on her body.

Then, at least, they slept.

[Conditions Met: Grave Singer → Renowned Ghostsinger Class!]

[Renowned Ghostsinger Level 30!]

[Skill Change – Wailer Frog Scream → Banshee’s Voice!]

[Skill – Banshee’s Voice obtained!]

[Skill – Fame Is My Magic obtained!]

[Skill – Remember My Name obtained!]

——

The Hunters fell back one by one. Whether due to wounds or the hunt no longer meaning enough to them to risk their lives.

As it should be. Yet he continued.

A shadow walking across Ailendamus, dealing death. Like the [Paladin], the ancient Hunter was striking into the Kingdom of Glass and Glory, and the Baron was preparing to meet him on the road.

It would be his end. Or Piortesenzth’s. But how the great warring nation of Ailendamus shook a second to meet him. The [Ancient Hunter] intended to kill the Baron here and now.

Piortesenzth kept advancing until he met another shadow standing in the middle of the road, waiting for him with a frown on their face. Then he stopped and sized up his opponent.

Just like last time, a stranger appeared to halt a dangerous foe. Only, it was not the Dwarf woman, Magistrate Fithea, and the strange Great Knight Gilaw. Nor was it the Dame of the Hills or even another warrior. In fact, the man announced himself with a slight bow, hand placed over his heart, the other extending to the side.

“I am Viscount Visophecin, servant of Ailendamus, here to stop you, Hunter. I can see few could halt you, and I would rather not lose our daring Baron now. This is another unpleasant surprise. I am growing quite tired of them coming from Noelictus.”

Viscount Visophecin frowned as he studied Piortesenzth’s face, and the [Ancient Hunter] felt a prickle on his spine.

Here is a dangerous foe. He studied the nobleman in his dark finery, almost like a Noelictan [Lord], and noted the faintly grey skin. Piortesenzth’s eyes narrowed as he spotted a powerful illusion spell on the man.

[Greater Illusion]. He had been told the spellcasters of this era weren’t capable, even the Archmages of Wistram. Yet this stranger had appeared without a sound or the thunderclap of teleportation.

“Hunter. Will you tell me your name? You are not Commander Agshiga or Guildmistress Deilfec. How could Noelictus have hid a champion from us of your level?”

The Viscount was puzzled as he tugged at one of his gloves. He seemed annoyed—but he was making a show of seeming to be off-guard. His crimson eyes were observing Piortesenzth carefully—and he had a smile on his lips.

Sharp teeth.

Vampire?

No—Piortesenzth’s own teeth were bared. Not necessarily. It was too bright where his shade met the light for Visophecin to be one. But he was something.

“Do you have nothing to say? This is an act of war, and my kingdom is prepared for it. Flight may allow the Hunter’s Guild to avoid escalation. Your death, or mine, will mean a point of no return.”

Visophecin raised his eyebrow after a second. He seemed—annoyed that Piortesenzth didn’t respond. He looked unsettled, as if unused to being pressured in any way.

The [Ancient Hunter] said nothing and didn’t appear to be tensing—then he leapt forwards, vanished, and appeared out of Visophecin’s shadow to run both blades through his back in an instant.

Or rather, he tried to do that. The Viscount was gone. Piortesenzth whirled around, then ducked as a streak of black magic shot through where his head had been, flipped out of the way of a second bolt—

Landed, blades piercing the earth.

Gone again! Few foes could move so fast as to avoid Piortesenzth leaping out of their shadow. He narrowed his eyes…

He couldn’t [Shadow Leap] into the Viscount’s blindspot. Piortesenzth frowned—then turned and parried a black bolt of magic.

“Not [Deathbolt]. Something sharper.”

His blades whined as they deflected the powerful spell. But they did deflect it, and Visophecin stepped out from behind a tree as Piortesenzth studied him. The Viscount looked as frustrated as Piortesenzth.

“Greatly concerning. You’re not ‘merely’ above Level 50. Y—”

He twisted as Piortesenzth fell, blade slashing through his head, and Visophecin punched a clawed hand through the Hunter’s chest. He smiled—then noticed the chains wrapped around his legs. Adamantium. Then he realized he had killed a shadow, and Piortesenzth was facing him, sword drawn back.

[Feint Shadow]. [Bound Spell: Chains of the Beast of Albez].

The [Ancient Hunter] bared his teeth as Visophecin’s eyes went round with surprise—then rage. But it was too late. Visophecin raised his hands and—

[Sword Art: A Giant Cleaved Mountains].

The road, the forest around it, and even the landscape disappeared as the earth trembled. Piortesenzth lowered his blade, panting, as his Skill destroyed everything in front of him. He inhaled, exhaled, swore.

“[Evasive Dance of the—]”

He flickered into the shadow of a stone behind him, twisted, blades sl—

A gravity well tried to pull him into a shrinking hole in the world as flaming meteors rained down around him. But the real danger was a biting—snake? It was made out of venom, and Piortesenzth slashed it twice, took a cut on his arm that began to rot his flesh from the inside—

“[Body: Wondrous Antidote].”

He leapt out of the hail of death, blades whirling away flames and more death spells, and regarded the hole in his armor. Piortesenzth snapped his guard up—and a figure stood there on the road.

So that was the man’s true form. The…thing…that stood there had abandoned its ‘Human’ guise. His skull looked fused with his teeth, and the eyes glowed red as he lifted a clawed hand. He was slightly taller, and his skin looked like armor. A tail lashed the ground, long and pointed, and his horns glinted black.

It didn’t look like a body that could do more than fight. Some kind of attack-form like Crelers had? The voice that spoke was deeper and—frustrated.

“Not bad. Few could hurt me.”

There were six cuts on Visophecin’s chest, each shallow and long. Piortesenzth eyed the cut, then his foe. They had been rushed—but each one should have gone through any normal foe. Deathblows all, yet this creature had survived them. By the same token, Piortesenzth had survived the bite where it should now be melting his flesh.

Without a word, he sheathed his blades. Then he turned around and began walking away.

The Viscount’s baleful eyes stared at his back. But Piortesenzth just turned back towards the Kingdom of Shade.

“You think you can walk away?”

“Do you want to settle this, stranger? One of us will die.”

Piortesenzth turned his head, and the Viscount’s gleaming eyes blazed hotter. However—the [Ancient Hunter] kept walking a second, gloves tight with frustration, arm in an agony of pain. He had not recovered all his strength, and even if he did—

That thing surely had reinforcements coming. He already sensed two watchers in the trees behind him. Whomever they were, they smelled like the Viscount and could move far too fast. Yet, the Viscount was hesitating.

Neither he nor the Hunter knew how a battle to the death would end. They had taken a gauge of each other, and so Piortesenzth elected to retreat.

“Speak of what you have seen and die, Hunter. I swear your Hunter’s Guild vanishes overnight. We will rain fire from the skies, the kind that sank the Continent of Glass. Some secrets you do not wish to air.”

That was a warning. Piortesenzth suspected they had killing magic, the kind even warring nations would call anathema. He shrugged his shoulders once, continuing to walk, ready for a blow from behind.

Deilfec had to know how dangerous Ailendamus was. He sensed that gaze on his back, then the Viscount vanished as quickly as he had come. Even so, Piortesenzth didn’t lower his guard until he was in the Ovelian Keep, and even then, he kept it up.

He had a feeling someone had been watching him from the skies. Not the Baron or any regular foe. No one but a supreme spellcaster could even scry him. Ailendamus—had a lot of foes to hunt.

Worse, none of them smelled like regular people.

——

A famous saying back in Cara’s world was, ‘an eye for an eye makes the world go blind’. She knew the trite saying and wondered if the person who’d said or written it had ever been in a position to avenge someone. Because it might be true, but it was also a stupid thing to say to anyone who had ever felt that way.

Nothing got better after they marched over the border. In fact, many things got worse. But she would have done it twice. Revenge for Ridine solved nothing, would not bring her back, and yet it had to be done.

The fault was with everything that had led them to this point. And now—she could hear the creaking sound of things collapsing.

Now, a true war was coming—if the throne didn’t collapse first.

——

She couldn’t speak for a while. Screaming until your throat bled did that. In a way, it helped.

Cara had nothing left to say. When Piortesenzth came striding back, unharmed save for a burn on his arm, the Hunters retreated.

She had been afraid he wouldn’t come back. It had seemed like he had intended to walk until he met the sea. But his grave face revealed that he felt he couldn’t meet his end there.

Then they were trying to keep Haeight from getting up, tending to their injuries and fleeing as the Twins emerged with their soldiers to give them cover on the way back to the keep.

The attack of the Hunters on Ailendamus was…well, there was no other word for it than dire. If there had been a hope to avert conflict, Cara doubted it existed anymore. Noelictus didn’t even have the tenuous excuse that Digneral had escalated the conflict. The Twins, ghosts, and now Piortesenzth had taken that away.

The Twins. What a miserably self-absorbed duo they were. They had that wide-eyed look for the Veteran Hunters and Piortesenzth, and they practically threw themselves at the Hunters to get them to agree to another attack.

“We are returning to the capital. Now. Deilfec has given us orders.”

Huntress Pictirm flatly refused to do anything else. In fact, there were official soldiers of Noelictus who had come to effect the Hunters’ return at all cost. That was easy—the complicated part was when Seraphel nearly tackled Cara.

“Cara! What happened at the capital? It’s a disaster.”

“Had to.”

Cara croaked. She thought Seraphel meant the Hunters, but the [Princess]’ face was white.

“Not that! Duke Fiskren has been banished from the Court of Dusk! The Queen lost her temper over Hunter Ridine and accused him of hurting the throne—now Marquis Seelthru has withdrawn all his troops from Ovela and is trying to vote to restore Duke Fiskren against the crown’s wishes! They are also voting to claim the authority to give orders to the Hunter’s Guild. It’s—”

It was an open-revolt in the Landsreight. Self-interested nobles and even loyal servants were demanding the right to command the Hunter’s Guild. The crown refused point-blank to recognize their votes.

Disaster. Piortesenzth spoke as he pointed.

“Horses. We will return—I do not understand politics. If the Landsreight gives us orders, the Guildmistress will simply refuse them. What then?”

Then the Hunter’s Guild would take a side. And if the nobility thought the Hunters would be turned against the disloyal ones…Cara saw it. She saw Digneral in her mind’s eye and wondered if he was doing this.

“The Queen hasn’t been seen since, but she’s lost her mind. Cara—”

“If you are leaving, Hunters, send the ghosts in return! Paladin Arteis says Digneral is mustering for an attack. We will be here. Seraphel, come on.”

Lord Fallien was preparing for battle, and he jerked his head at Seraphel. She paled, and Cara caught her.

“Nn.”

“Cara. I have to. But take Elena. She—he—”

Ser Dalimont spoke up, his voice cool and impassive, though his eyes were anything but.

“Lord Fallien struck Elena after she threw a bucket of night soil on him. It was not a violation of her contract for all Helpful Servants. Her Highness has had strife with her husband. The Eternal Throne of Calanfer bade her restore matrimonial order—but Miss Elena is not welcome in the Ovelian Keep.”

Elena? Cara’s eyes widened, but there Elena was, smiling, empty-eyed and…

“Hello, Miss Cara. I have caused a mess. I am ready to leave.”

This was all wrong. Seraphel was hiding her face, and Cara wondered if Fallien—he’d hit Elena?

Crossbow. She held out a hand to Haeight, and the Veteran Hunter didn’t know what she wanted. The dizzy [Axe Hunter], weak from bloodloss, just looked at Seraphel with distant, confused eyes.

“Your Highness.”

She tried to bow, for no particular reason other than she thought she should. Seraphel curtseyed back.

“Hunter—Haeight? I’ve heard about you from Cara. Is everyone alright?”

“Nothing serious. Cara, you coming?”

Visc was briskly saddling horses, even getting a carriage ready. Withrel, Ceinra—they were all confused, but following Piortesenzth, who stood there looking around.

He looked utterly confused by Seraphel. He was inspecting a Thronebearer and shaking his head.

“Thronebearer? I don’t know you. I have never seen your kind.”

“We—we are the [Knights] of Calanfer, Sir Hunter. Guardians of the Eternal Throne?”

Piortesenzth stared blankly at Dame Neranthei’s face.

“What eternal throne? Erribathe’s? Calanfer did not exist when I was young. Wait…what was her name?”

He pointed at Seraphel, and the Thronebearers looked outraged. But Seraphel curtseyed to him as well.

“Sir Hunter Piortesenzth, I believe your name is? I am Princess Seraphel du Marquin. The 4th Princess of Calanfer.”

He blinked at her, clearly unsure what any of that meant, but after a second, Piortesenzth bowed awkwardly.

“I think this is what you do to royalty?”

The old Hunter gave Cara a bewildered look, and even now, she almost smiled at his uncertainty. But then Piortesenzth’s eyes lit up.

“Marquin I know. You mean you’re Queen Marquin’s children. Grandchildren? I fought with her. Now there was a [War Queen]. Though they only crowned her afterwards.”

“You fought with—”

Mariel fainted dead away into Thistel’s arms. The Thronebearers’ faces were slack with shock, and Cara—pulled on Seraphel’s arm.

“Cm.”

She had to come with Cara. Away from that wretched man. Arteis was watching Cara as Seraphel tried to pull away.

“Cara, I have to go to Lord Fallien. I’ve made a mess.”

“Nn. Cm.”

She couldn’t make a sound, but Cara’s lack of articulation made the [Paladin] fly over.

“It may be well to let the [Princess] leave. This will be a warzone soon. I sense an army gathering, and I have issued a call. Every ghost, even Dalius, shall ward Ovela. But Sasi, Culin, these children are better in a safe place. Including Seraphel.”

At this, Lord Fallien turned and called out.

“My wife has agreed it is best she stay and we work out our differences. I am sure if her servant leaves, all will be well.”

“You see?”

Seraphel squeezed Cara’s arm, and Cara yanked. She dragged her towards the carriage.

“Cara!”

There was no good reason for Cara to do it. She had no excuses, no way to overturn a marriage, no clever words. She just saw Elena staring at her, and it seemed even the Helpful Servant was willing her not to let go. Ser Dalimont was pretending not to notice, and Seraphel—

I am tired of it. Tired of seeing her looking miserable. Tired of doing the wrong thing for decent-sounding reasons. I will never let go.

Cara held on, trying to say something through her injured throat, and Seraphel began to struggle.

“Dalimont—she cannot—help me!”

Dame Neranthei came over to help, but someone stopped her. Huntress Haeight stood and gave Cara a weary, empty look. She was not whole. She might not be for ages—but she stood, still.

“Cara. The dead are still out there. Is this woman coming with us? Does she have to? Will she help Noelictus?”

She turned her empty eyes on Cara, and the [Singer] nodded. So. Haeight blocked Dame Neranthei.

“Come or stay, but don’t stop Cara. We are on the task of Noelictus. We have to be or nothing else matters.”

“You cannot lay hands on—”

Haeight drew her axes and raised them without a word. The Thronebearer stumbled back, hand on her sword, and the Twins whirled. It was Piortesenzth who calmly nodded.

“This is more familiar. Take her with us.”

He pointed to the carriage, and Ser Dalimont looked at him—then raised his hands from his weapons.

“I believe that was an ultimatum. Dame Neranthei, lower your blades. Lord Fallien, Lady Piral, with regret, we are departing.”

“What?”

The Twins both looked at Seraphel, and Piortesenzth blinked.

“Ultimatum? No. I wouldn’t—”

Ser Dalimont threw out a hand, silencing the old Hunter as Cara’s eyes lit up. The Thronebearer, who wasn’t much in a fight, raised his voice.

“Your Highness! If the man who fought alongside your great ancestors insists—I fear for your safety. These good Hunters are in no mood to quarrel. For her safety, please desist, Dame Neranthei!”

He thrust an arm out, exaggeratedly forcing her back. Neranthei eyed him, then fell to one knee.

“I desist! If it is the will of the Hunter’s Guild—I beg you escort us, Sir Hunter!”

They implored Piortesenzth, who really wasn’t good at this. He just blinked at them, eyed Cara, and then shrugged.

“Let’s go.”

“Wait!”

Lord Fallien strode after them, but Cara had Seraphel half in the carriage, and the Princess was hissing at her and Elena, who was shoving her in.

“You don’t know what you’re doing! You can’t just—”

Her eyes looked hopeful, and Cara beamed at her as things came cracking apart. Piortesenzth was ignoring the Twins shouting at him, and Haeight backed away with axes drawn.

“Enough suffering.”

She wasn’t sure if Seraphel heard it, but Piortesenzth did. The [Ancient Hunter] locked eyes with her, then smiled, and drew his blades. Instantly, the Twins fell back, and Arteis drew her own sword and shield. But he was just getting into the carriage, and the [Paladin] called out.

“Will you stay, great Hunter? We could use you if it comes to war. Though I will rout this army of Glass and Glory myself if I must.”

Piortesenzth met her gleaming gaze and shook his head.

“There’s no point.”

She laughed at that, but he fixed her with a long stare.

“Be careful. They’re more dangerous than you or I know. Even ghosts can die.”

To that, she made no response, and as Cara swung the door shut, she saw Lord Fallien staring at her, incomprehension, anger, and the audacity to look like this was some betrayal. Cara waved at him through the window then raised her middle finger.

That was how they left Ovela with a war brewing behind them. Seraphel clung to Cara, shivering, and Elena smiled. She looked Cara in the eyes and said:

“Good job!”

Cara reached for Elena and saw the big bruise on her cheek, felt at her face and stared into her eyes. She fumbled a potion out, poured some on Elena’s cheek to heal it, then took a sip. Then she rasped, though it still hurt like fire.

“Elena. How do we help you? How can we fix this?”

Seraphel raised her head.

“It’s all connected, Cara. This is all connected, from the start. A [Witch]’s web. We shan’t be free of it, I fear. But I do know the truth.”

Cara twisted to look at Seraphel, and Piortesenzth’s eyes gleamed like a hunter scenting his mark. Even Haeight looked up as the Veteran Hunters stirred uneasily, and Withrel and Ceinra turned. Cara nodded tightly.

“Maybe we can’t do anything.”

Haeight’s head lowered, and she shivered like someone with a terrible cold. Cara added.

“But. We’ll be together.”

She held onto Elena and Seraphel and didn’t let go.

——

Menorome had never been so quiet or unsettled as when they reached the capital. When they reached the capital, Cara saw the situation had deteriorated further over the two days of travel it took to get there.

“Soldiers in the streets? What is going on?”

“All the armies that went to Ovela—and the soldiers on the road—are in Menorome. The Landsreight’s forces. These are—their soldiers, and the palace is surrounded by loyal soldiers!”

It was a coup? No—not yet. It was a standoff as soldiers stood about behind barricades, facing off with the army’s grim soldiers surrounding Sovereign District—and that number of loyalists included the Hunter’s Guild.

In fact, they couldn’t even drop the Hunters off at the Guild: the entire street was locked down, and there were [Soldiers] surrounding the Guild.

All the Hunters ducked down. Pictirm was hissing at Cara as she pointed out the Landsreight’s forces.

“They’ll try to arrest us! No one’s allowed into the palace—Deilfec said to keep low and report into the guild or to anyone we can find! Where can we go?”

“I could break through their lines.”

Piortesenzth’s comment made everyone blanch, and he clarified.

“Nonlethally. I think I remember how it’s done.”

“Any fight might start an entire war. This is a job for diplomacy. Seraphel?”

Cara’s voice was back, and she turned to the [Princess]. Only to find Seraphel was squatting next to Haeight.

“Cara! I’m a royal! If the Twins haven’t said anything to the Landsreight—they’ll assume I’m with the monarchy! Which we are, right?”

“Yes. Shit.”

Cara cursed as an urgent patrol of [Riders] came her way. They weren’t nearly as intimidating-looking as [Hunters]; they had long, light spears and shortbows, and Cara imagined any one of her group could take them to pieces.

But as she herself had said, that would be the end of everything. So Cara found herself swinging a door open and doing what she did best.

Lying.

“Hoi there! What’s this carriage in aid of? Who’s this? The Hunter’s Guild is blocked off. Curfew by order of the Landsreight and Marquis Seelthru, Duke Fiskren, and Prince Seratoito!”

The leader eyed the carriage, and Cara beamed at him.

“Hello, [Soldier]! I’ve just returned home from abroad. What’s this about a curfew? Are you still going to show up for my performance?”

“It’s temporary until—what performance?”

The man looked suspiciously at the carriage, and Cara raised her voice.

“Elena! Get the bags! I’ve got a carriage full of souvenirs—my performance. The Synphasia is still open, isn’t it?”

There was only one place she could think of, and she pointed to the huge theatre just down the street. The [Soldiers] blinked at her as Cara took a bow.

“Cara, Singer of the Synphasia. You’ll want tickets—I have some right here. For you, and for you—”

“Wait, you’re the Singer! The one who’s performed all over? Oh—”

The [Captain] was so flustered that Cara nodded to Elena and called out to the ‘driver’, Visc.

“Driver, pull us into the Synphasia.”

“There’s a curfew, Miss. And any Hunters or soldiers—”

“Oh, you must mean my time as a Conscript Hunter. I have an entire song on stage about it. My newest song crystal has Marching On—I’d offer you a discount, but we don’t have those tickets. I tell you what, come by after my show and I will personally have one for you. How is everything, by the way? I was just at Ailendamus, performing over the border, and it’s rather tense.”

Cara had the most vacuously interested look possible, and the [Soldiers] were eying each other. Is she real? But she was also turning up the charm, and the [Captain] cleared his throat.

“Across the border? You wouldn’t know if Ailendamus is preparing to invade, would you?”

“We should be there, not standing off with the crown. That’s my Queen of Faces in there. Even if she’s had a season that’s made her mind sick—”

One of the [Soldiers] whispered, and another struck their shoulder.

“Shut up.”

This was so bad, but Cara gave the [Captain] a serious look as the wagons disappeared into the theatre.

“Honestly? I saw quite a lot of soldiers, Captain. You’d have to ask some…soldier expert to know more, but it was very tense. A Hunter died on the border.”

He sucked in his teeth.

“Yes. That’s what’s set all this off. Duke Fiskren was banished, and the Landsreight refused to…I’m not sure if your theatre’s open, but rest assured, this will not come to blood. Prince Seratoito himself’s working with the Landsreight to ensure this comes to a clean conclusion.”

The look in his eyes said he didn’t believe his own words. Cara’s heart was pounding. Seratoito? She just knew how this looked. If you had to topple a throne, it helped to have someone you could put on there with a claim. And Seratoito….

“Thank you, Captain! Well, if and when we reopen, you have a front-row seat. Oh—I think I can hear my fellow performers now. Do drop by!”

She strode off, and the [Captain] hesitated. One of the [Soldiers] whispered.

“Sir, should we search the carriage?”

“I—she’s that Singer. And that Stitch-man has been screaming at us enough already. You’ve seen them. Come on. We’d better report to someone.”

They rode off, and Cara relaxed slightly, only to hear shouting from up ahead.

“—Out! Whoever you are, we do not want trouble. The Synphasia is closed!”

Joeired was bellowing, but Yoitha was inspecting Elena.

“Joeired, it’s Elena! Let them in before soldiers come! It—Cara!”

Rolare, Yoitha, and the other performers saw Cara walk in and rushed towards her. The Hunters exited the carriage as Joeired turned, bounded over, and grabbed her.

“You’re alive! What happened? You left and then—”

Rolare and Yoitha were both hugging Cara, but Joeired grabbed her and began shaking.

“You ran out on me! I was worried sick you gormless, thoughtless sand worm! Where have you been, and who is—”

He spotted Princess Seraphel and choked. Rolare spun as Piortesenzth unfolded himself from the carriage, stretching his legs.

“I miss my coffin. I hate traveling. I also hate wars. Who do we kill to fix—oh, a swordsman.”

He spotted the half-Elf and instantly perked up. The Veteran Hunters exited, and Haeight looked around blankly.

“It’s all a mess. Where’s…I need to find Ridine’s parents.”

She began to walk off, and everyone tackled her. Pictirm grabbed Haeight’s braided hair and yanked.

“It’s a curfew, Haeight! Are you trying to die?”

Joeired clapped his hands.

“Get everyone inside! Now! We shall sort this out later! In, in!”

He began shoving everyone, from Piortesenzth to Seraphel to Dalimont, and by sheer shouting, he got them inside. Then, and only then, did Cara realize almost every one of the people she had met and liked was in the Synphasia, with the exception of the royal family.

Since there was no room, Joeired put them in the empty theatre and strutted about the grand stage, trying to make sense of it all. He pulled at his lip, trying to sum it all up.

“So, if I have a clear understanding of this order of events—the [Princess] has been kidnapped from her husband in Ovela, with whom she is quarreling, against the will of Calanfer’s crown. Which may be wise after all, because Ailendamus is poised to attack—after Hunters slaughtered hundreds of their troops. Ghosts, actual ghosts, not summoned spirits or anything else, are rallying to Ovela’s defense, and the rest of Noelictus should too, but there is a civil war on the verge of erupting in the capital. And all this because a Huntress died.”

“Ridine. Her name was Ridine.”

Cara murmured. She stood there, looking at Haeight, who was slumped in her chair as Elena tried to feed her some dried-out moon pies with Seraphel and her [Maids] and [Knights] sitting amidst Hunters and the performers giving them all wide-eyed looks.

Joeired did pause a moment and looked momentarily sympathetic.

“That’s one of the Hunters you were with, Cara? Well—it has become calamitous. The Synphasia is closed. There is a curfew in effect, and there has been no more than brawling between groups supporting the Landsreight or crown. Frankly, I would have already packed up, but all my gold is in the Synphasia.”

Yoitha lifted a hand as she looked at Cara.

“And he refused to go until we found you. We’ve been searching the city for days—until someone said you had gone to the Hunter’s Guild.”

Joeired pulled off a shoe and threw it at Yoitha, face red as Cara ducked her head.

“I’m sorry. We snapped. This was always coming. If not in this way—what happened with Nicterise?”

All the cast of the Synphasia fell silent. Rolairenes stood gravely.

“We don’t know. But every account is accurate—she came out of her palace into a vote of the Landsreight and accused Duke Fiskren of murdering Hunters with his foolishness. He was one of the strongest supporters of Ovela. She banished him on the spot, and when the Landsreight objected…”

Escalation. Cara closed her eyes.

“I should have been there for Nicterise!”

Joeired slapped the back of her head.

“Look at this big-headed Human on first-name terms with the [Queen]. They were always discontent. It reminds me of Nerrhavia’s Fallen. We haven’t deposed our current [Queen], but we used to switch royal bloodlines every generation or two. We built our city on the bones of tyrants.”

Cara locked eyes with him, and she realized the most anti-monarchist man had been here all along. But at his words, Hunter Loshell rose to his feet.

“That will not happen. Noelictus’ crown will remain, and if the Landsreight tries to remove them, the Hunter’s Guild will fight.”

The [Hunter of Gluttony] leaned on his battleaxe, and Cara shuddered at the calm way he stood there. More than one person was loyal to the crown, and Joeired lifted his hands cautiously.

“You say that, Hunter, but how many civilians will you cut down? The city is almost perfectly divided. Half support the Landsreight asking the crown to negotiate. Nothing more. The other half refuse to budge.”

Given Nicterise’s popularity that Cara had seen, it had to be the Hunter’s Guild, the endemic problems of Noelictus that were causing this divide. And worse—

“Duke Fiskren is on Marquis Seelthru’s side? That is the one thing I cannot believe!”

“He was banished. And Greina’s his daughter. He thinks the Hunter’s Guild is corrupt.”

Haeight muttered, and Cara understood.

“He doesn’t know anything, Seraphel. As he understands it—”

“Oh, dead gods, of course. A brave, honorable man! The worst kind to have against you, according to my father.”

Seraphel put her head in her hands. Cara was pacing.

“I have to get to the palace and see what happened. At least the Hunter’s Guild is in the palace. If they weren’t, we would all be up to our ears in undead.”

“Uh. What? Why?”

Rolare stared at Cara, and the Veteran Hunters looked up. Visc nodded, eyes alert.

“They need access to the Hunter’s Guild. Maybe they have secret tunnels, but their supplies in the palace will not last. We have to get there.”

“Well, this is all very well, but did you not hear me? There are two armies in Menorome, and the Landsreight may convene in the Court of Dusk, but it could be war any moment! Is anyone listening? Hello?”

Joeired snapped at them, and Piortesenzth raised a hand.

“What do Duke Fiskren and Marquis Seelthru look like? How many war leaders are in the city? I dislike it, but I could kill them all.”

Everyone turned to look at him. Piortesenzth stared around.

“I’m a Hunter. If it solves everything, I can do it within the hour if they’re under Level 50. I can probably avoid killing even their bodyguards.”

“That—would not solve anything. Would it?”

Pictirm spoke uncertainly, which meant she was really considering the option. It was Dalimont who leapt to his feet in alarm.

“Hunter Piortesenzth, Huntress Pictirm, allow me to assure you as a history student of failed kingdoms—murdering the two [Lords] would just foment rebellion down the line. Hunter Piortesenzth would have to kill the two men, their supporters, potentially the [Prince], their children—stop counting, please.”

Piortesenzth lowered his fingers, abashed. Cara turned to the [Knight].

“Seraphel. Dalimont. Is there a way out of this?”

The [Princess] had to think. Her eyes darted around wildly.

“My father must be talking to Allorev and all the leaders. I do not know about the war, but if the Landsreight backed down, the crown would wobble, but they can recover. However, if their demands center around control of the ghosts or Hunter’s Guild—”

They were unlikely to get it. It was a classic situation. Push and pull, but one side refused to, could not, would not budge. And if Queen Nicterise was having a bad episode, it only made it worse.

“What I don’t understand is why Agshiga’s allowed it. She does love Seratoito, but if he’s thrown in with the Marquis and Duke—she could behead the lot. The problem is they’ve always had, well, a point.”

Visc was frowning, rubbing a hand through his hair. Nothing the Landsreight wanted, at least, most of them, was an issue.

“Seelthru’s a snake. So is Seratoito. They might legitimately want to just take power. And if Ailendamus is fighting—”

Pictirm was speculating with Visc, and Yoitha waved a hand.

“Okay, I get what’s going on, but who’s he? He’s making my beard tingle, and his swords aren’t made of Adamantium or mithril. He’s—some kind of Named-rank Hunter? And why is a [Princess] fighting with the Earl of Ovela? And who hit Elena? I don’t know much, but I can break someone’s foot.”

She folded her arms, and Cara realized she had to introduce everyone. She stood.

“Everyone, it’s late, and we might have to figure this out. But just so you know—we’re all friends here. Everyone, this is the cast of the Synphasia. My manager, the unctuous but splendidly caring and fantastic with choreography, Joeired. Rolairenes, the violinist and blademaster without peer—for the first strike. He’s a one-pump or one-slash man, then he’s no good. Yoitha Sterngest, a drummer and a smith who’s the best metalworker you’ll meet.”

“You snake—”

“Hey.”

“Hello!”

The three took a bow as Cara introduced them. Then she switched.

“This is Princess Seraphel, her maids Mariel, Thistel, Ser Dalimont—the delegation from Calanfer. With them is also Elena, a Helpful Servant who is a—a friend from my home. But I don’t know what’s been done to her or how to free her.”

Haeight’s head snapped around, and her eyes widened as she looked from Elena to Cara. Yoitha sighed without surprise. Rolare raised his hands.

“Wait, what was that last p—”

“And these are the Hunters of Noelictus. Regular Hunters and Veteran Hunters who are not completely lazy sacks of shit. It’s very complicated, but they’re exceptionally good at killing things. Especially Piortesenzth, who may be the most dangerous person in all of Noelictus, including the ghosts.”

Everyone eyed Piortesenzth, who lifted a hand.

“I am at least ten thousand years old, but I slept in a coffin as Noelictus’ secret weapon. I am not a vampire, though.”

He seemed very pleased by his explanation. Yoitha’s mouth opened wider, and Cara clapped her hands and smiled around desperately.

“I’m Cara, a [Singer], and I’ve been a Hunter, a performer, and involved with the ghosts of Afiele and all of this mess. I hope we can do something. I need to get to the palace. Welcome to the final act.”

She took a bow on stage with the cast gathered and the finale thrumming in her veins. No one clapped or applauded. After one long second, Rolare stood. The half-Elf, faced with the uncertainties of the present, the confusion written plain on his face, not knowing what to do or say or how to fix any of it, did what he did best. He cleared his throat and looked at Cara and Yoitha, who gave him a flat look.

No. But he spoke nervously.

“Today…today is Lundas. It’s hotpot night. Why don’t we make something to eat?”

——

Ser Dalius found the Synphasia as they were making food. He poked his head out of the floor, did a swivel, and spooked Elena, who smiled at him as she swept. Thistel shrieked, but Cara ran at him.

“Dalius!”

The [Knight] floated up and caught her in a hug. Then he put her down.

“There you are. What’s going on? The royal family said you were probably here. Culin and Sasi are worried sick, and everyone else is preparing to go to Ovela’s defense. Arteis says she saw a half-Giant on the border.”

“Dalius, it’s a mess. How are you? What’s going on?”

His face was grave.

“Her Majesty has gone mad, I fear. She is keeping herself from ordering the Landsreight all from being arrested. His Majesty is trying to calm things, but no resolution has occurred, and the Landsreight will meet soon with an ultimatum. I have pledged, with Culin and Sasi’s agreement, to defend Their Majesties if it comes to battle. But we have been occupied fighting the dead in the Royal Crypt, who are trying to break out with that damned warlord. I need to know—are you making food?”

His voice broke off, and he turned incredulously to a huge pot of food in the center of the Synphasia’s stage. Yoitha was staring at Ser Dalius with open-mouthed wonder, having never spoken to him, but she hid a Duskcarrot behind her back.

“Humans need to eat, Dalius.”

“Yes, but—all the time? This is like you and the damn mice. I keep forgetting you people have to eat three times a day. There’s a war going on! Can’t you hold it?”

The things he said. Cara dragged him over to Rolare. Then she had a terrible thought as she introduced the two.

Wait, is my taste in guys for weird, eccentric idiots who don’t know what normal is and say stupid things? No, no. It must be them.

“Everyone, Ser Dalius is a ghost I met in Afiele’s tomb! He’s a [Knight] and…that’s about it.”

Dalius looked entirely hurt by the introduction, but Rolare turned, and instantly, his eyes lit up.

“Ah, a ghost! Do I have to slap you first, or may I challenge you to a duel? One blow? I wish to see how good the ghosts of old were.”

“Er—you must be the half-Elf Cara was intimately acquainted with. Well met. A duel?”

Rolare’s face went slack. Cara turned bright red as Ser Dalius floated back and lifted his greatsword off his back.

“What are you two idiots doing? Fighting? Now? This is a stage! And—”

Cara choked as she realized this was the perfect place to have a swordfight. Ser Dalius protested.

“We won’t hurt each other, Cara. I could tell on a moment’s glance this man was an expert with the sword, of a kind. It’s a warrior’s greeting. But why one strike?”

“I only practiced the first one. Getting good at a routine and making a routine for every possible scenario is too hard to perfect.”

Rolairenes explained, and Ser Dalius opened and closed his mouth.

“Yes. I imagine it would be.”

“So you see?”

“…So you only practiced one slash because of the uncertain and ephemeral nature of battle?”

Rolare lifted his hand, looking affronted as he lifted his own, single-sided blade up.

“Oh, absolutely not. I’m no warrior. This is just a hobby.”

Ser Dalius looked sideways at Cara, who backed away, refusing to explain. She nearly tripped over Yoitha, who was trying to peel a potato.

“I never got the hang of food preparation. I tried being a [Chef] because I reckoned I could hit things hard enough to mash ‘em up. But the key, in my experience, is not slicing your fingers.”

“Y-yes. I understand. Is it common, the slicing of fingers?”

Seraphel was extremely gingerly slicing a potato as her [Maids] looked on with a kind of horror. But she wanted to help, and the two were chatting as Haeight sat there. She was cutting chunks of peel off a potato for the pot as Pictirm nudged her.

“Haeight, snap out of it. We might be fighting, and I will drug you into next month if I can’t trust you to watch your back. Mourn later.”

“Ridine is dead because of me, Pictirm.”

The [Hunter of Sloth] slapped Haeight’s shoulder hard.

“She’s dead because of us all. This may be the final month of Noelictus. If, perish the thought, the entire royal bloodline dies, every single tomb in Noelictus will open. You have a responsibility to more than just Ridine.”

Even Haeight looked up at that. Seraphel and Yoitha looked over, and Pictirm hesitated.

“—Forget you heard that.”

“That happens if they all die?”

Cara was horrified. Pictirm gave her a dark look.

“It’s unlikely, so no one brings it up, but this circumstance is as close as we can get to that. You’ve been told Her Majesty has power over the tombs. Fat lot of good it does—but the Royal Crypt must be contained. We’ll eat, rest, then grab all the supplies we can. Deilfec won’t fold in a day, but a week? Two weeks? Damn Revenants.”

“W-what’s this about undead?”

“Ah, well—”

Seraphel tried to explain as Haeight tossed her poorly-cut potato in a bowl of water.

“I’ll help fill the cauldron. I can’t sit.”

“Good. You suck at peeling potatoes. So do both of you. Can anyone here actually cook? Loshell, get over here!”

Pictirm glowered around and held up a perfectly ovoid looking potato that Cara mistook for an egg. She had peeled one huge spiral off the potato, and Seraphel and Yoitha’s eyes bulged at the potato.

“How did you do that?”

“Practice. I’m too lazy to go to a restaurant some days, so I learned how to fry anything in my pantry. I have skinned and roasted a rat because I refused to get dressed.”

Cara interrupted as Pictirm impatiently showed them how to hold the knife right.

“—What are we making?”

“I dunno. Hot pot? There’s lot of weird foods, but most of the stalls aren’t open. We throw in potatoes, Ashwheat, lots of produce—”

“That’s just nasty soup, Yoitha. Where’s the flavor?”

For answer, the Dwarf woman pointed.

“Atanna’s breaking out all of her good curry powder.”

“Oh, that could work. But don’t put flour in the soup. Make bread.”

“…How?”

——

Thankfully, at least one person was smart enough to recognize there was bread potential here, even if there weren’t many ovens. Loshell and Visc were speaking with Atanna, who looked flustered as she showed them the powder. Other people were helping in the actual kitchens, and someone took a bit of a taste.

“It’s from Drath. Very tasty.”

“I can tell. Drathian curry is eaten with a rice product, though. Still, we can make bread. Raise the temperature a bit more over there, Dame Neranthei. We’ll heat it thirty minutes. No one has a bread-rising Skill, do they? Then we have a flatbread, which we will pair with a very thick curry. Huntress Haeight? Water.”

The man who was such an expert on food and cuisine was Ser Dalimont. Cara was actually impressed he knew what curry was, or the historical pairing of rice.

“How d’you know so much about everything? I shop and go out constantly, but you know how to make bread?”

Hunter Visc looked mildly impressed as he rolled dough under Dame Neranthei’s eye. Dalimont sighed as he gave Haeight a bucket and told her where the well was.

“It was the Order of Thronebearers’ concept, when founded, that we should be good at many tasks to do with diplomacy. A good [Knight] in our Order can cook, serve food at any function, meet guests and know their culture from any point in the world, dance, read and write at a high level, and more. It takes away from our martial prowess, though.”

“Well, we Hunters only know how to kill.”

Visc looked tired, and Loshell raised his hat and scratched at his chin.

“I know how to make houses. I build some on my days off in villages that were ruined by undead.”

Visc paused as he glared at his friend.

“Well, I know how to care for a horse.”

“That’s not original.”

“I know how to gamble.”

“You know how to lose money gambling.”

Loshell corrected the man. Visc’s eyes narrowed.

“Want to bet on it, Loshell? I’ve fleeced more [Gamblers] in my life than you’ve eaten pots of curry.”

“Hah. You would be wrong.”

Hunter Loshell patted his stomach, but then both men saw Atanna waving the curry powder around and realized they weren’t in the Hunter’s Guild.

“So you’re a [Magician], Miss Atanna? When did you pick that up?”

She blushed.

“Oh…self-taught magic. I wanted to be a [Mage] so bad—but I could never do any fancy magic. So I sort of combined illusions with sleight-of-hand, and then when I tried to apply to Wistram Academy, they said I didn’t know any real magic. It cost an entire gold coin to apply, too. I was crushed, as a girl. So I became a travelling performer.”

Her face fell, and Loshell exhaled.

“That sounds like Wistram. Don’t listen to them. I have been to Wistram, you know, and there is as much corruption of a kind in the Hunter’s Guild as there. Only, theirs is purely a byproduct of being so rich and no one passing Zelkyr’s final test, not just for a reason.”

Atanna peeked up over her hat, wide-eyed.

“You know about the final test?”

“Of course. I was there…”

“Loshell, why were you at Wistram?”

Visc interrupted as Dalimont left the kitchen to check on the pot being filled with water and the fire someone was setting up. The [Hunter of Gluttony] shrugged.

“They had some kind of magical undead problem. They refused to shut up about it, so I was sent—this was back before Deilfec. I had a wonderful time; the [Mages] were scared to death about a bunch of zombies who projected zones of anti-magic. I shot half on the first day, then this young [Mage] called ‘Telim’ hosted me for a party the rest of the month. The best food in the world. I don’t think he cast a single spell the entire time.”

“What’s it like?”

Atanna listened as Loshell began to describe the Academy of Mages, and Cara wanted to stay, but Haeight was back with four buckets of water.

“Haeight! Give me two—one!”

Cara helped lessen the burden, and the silent [Axe Hunter of Secrets] trudged into the theatre. Just in time for Cara to see Ser Dalius lose to Rolare. Again.

“That’s eight wins for Rolare!”

“Impossible!”

Ser Dalius had a blade to his stomach, and he was frozen mid-swing. Rolare was so fast and his form so excellent even the [Knight] couldn’t touch him.

“I wouldn’t have been killed, anyways! Even if I were not a ghost, I have armor on.”

Dalius snapped at the person keeping score, which turned out to be Joeired. The [Manager] looked very interested, revealing he understood just how good the combatants were. In fact, the duel had lured no less than Dalimont and Piortesenzth out, and even Haeight halted as she poured the water in the cauldron heating up over a fire.

“Why are you all standing around? There’s food to be made.”

“I lit the fire.”

Piortesenzth raised a hand. Cara gave him a dubious look because the old Hunter seemed about as wise in the ways of non-killing things as Seraphel.

“How?”

He exhaled a plume of flames.

“Fake dragonbreath, like the Drakes have. [Gift of the Oldbloods: Flame Breath].”

“You can get the ability to spit fire?”

Rolare and Ser Dalius were instantly distracted, and Piortesenzth nodded.

“They offered me wings, but they looked stupid, and flying is a fool’s game.”

“Thank you. Every single year in Chandrar, over a hundred idiots die on a flying carpet, and they’re not even that common. You, Sir Hunter, are a man of intelligence. If I could, I would give you a ticket at half-price. Perhaps I should make Rolairenes perform. Swordplay and violins! Ah, well, he doesn’t look good without a partner. No one can appreciate how good he is, either, unless they see a true master losing.”

Joeired nodded authoritatively. Ser Dalius began protesting again.

“I did not lose, that’s where you’re incorrect, stage manager. I have armor on. Or I would, in life.”

He pointed at his ghostly armor, and Rolare sniffed.

“I could cut it.”

“My armor, sir, is mithril!”

“I can cut that.”

“You can cut—well, if you are a worldly master who can cut anything he wants, then pray, let us have a proper match. Round nine! And I shall begin here!”

In a huge huff, Ser Dalius floated up to a point ten feet above Rolare’s head. It was the most childish thing Cara had ever seen him do, and she saw Haeight watching with great interest as Ser Dalimont called out.

“Oh I say, unfair play, Ser Knight!”

Dalius hesitated, but Piortesenzth smiled.

“That’s how I’d do it. When I had to kill [Knights], I would sit on a tree. If they didn’t carry around bows, sometimes they’d climb up in heavy armor. Then they’d reach me, and I’d hop down and cut the tree. Anyways, the half-Elf will still take this round.”

Ser Dalius hesitated, and Joeired thrust an arm down.

“Go!”

Ser Dalius drew his sword, swooped—and Rolare was jumping. He cleaved through the air, sword slashing through Ser Dalius, and he landed, bowed, and Cara kicked him in the butt because he looked so arrogant she had to.

Even Ser Dalius had to land, abashed, and admit defeat.

“I’ve never seen anyone so talented with the blade for a single strike—and so utterly helpless on the second!”

“Half-Elves. Can I try?”

Piortesenzth’s smile made Rolare hesitate. Warily, the half-Elf paced back, and the [Hermit] faced Piortesenzth.

The [Ancient Hunter] stood in his tattered armor, not drawing his sword, not even resting a hand on it. He raised his gloved hand in a spotlight from the Synphasia, and Cara sighed.

What style. He looked so wondering, as if he were a dreamer waking to this world, a faint smile on his face as he stood in a shadow despite the light, and Joeired murmured agreement.

“Fantastic. Handsome men—beautiful women. The Huntress, the Princess, and Yoitha herself for a Dwarf. Mwah. If only I wasn’t taking care of these children I would be flirting with them all. Alas.”

He sighed gustily, and Cara blinked at him.

“Wait, you’re—”

“I am as open-minded as Terandria lets me. And I suspect, greatly, you don’t mind, though they would.”

Joeired gave her a long look. Then he closed one eye and winked as Cara grabbed his arm in reassurance.

“Stitch-folk sound great. I want to meet them.”

“We are a petty, spiteful, rude, and horrendous lot at times. But when it comes to change—we can sew anything on and swap any part. Few people think of that.”

Another wink, and Cara wished she could talk longer, but then Piortesenzth vanished as Rolare charged with a shout, appeared hanging from a rafter, and Rolare raised his hands.

“I yield, I yield! You can’t run!”

“Why not? I wouldn’t bother trying to beat you if getting out of range is easier. Let Haeight try.”

The Huntress looked nervous as she drew her axes, but she wanted to test Rolare. Unfortunately, she had as much luck as Dalius, and she ended up asking Dalius to show her how he fought. Ser Dalimont strode over to beg Rolare for a match—to lose, but to see how it felt.

And Cara realized they were having fun. Enjoying each other’s company, rather. Somehow, this desperation had been pushed into a lively dinner, and even Elena was joining in on it. She had been tossing ingredients into the soup, and now she blinked—and as Cara watched, marched over to Piortesenzth of her own free will.

How? She had been told to ‘help make food’, but it was like she had a single moment—she tapped the ancient Hunter on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, Hunter Piortesenzth. Do you want anyone to comb your hair?”

The dark-skinned Hunter blinked and raised a hand to his white hair. He lifted his hat, and Cara saw a pale mess of short hair, tangled up.

“My hair?”

“Yes, Hunter. It’s a mess. I can comb or even style it.”

Cara held her breath as Hunter Withrel choked in the middle of trying to sear some meat before it went into the pot. But Piortesenzth just felt at his hair, then looked at a mirror Elena held up.

“Why not?”

That was how Elena ended up sitting him down and gently teasing his hair free of knots while adding a conditioner, asking him questions. She seemed…allowed to do it, once she had gotten him working.

“So you’re old?”

“So they tell me. And you’re a Helpful Servant.”

“Yes.”

“I’ve met those like you. I can tell you’ve been tangled, but I can’t cut it. I can barely sense it. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, Hunter. I hoped you might be able to.”

Piortesenzth had closed his eyes and put his head back as she put his head back in a bowl. He opened his eyes as Elena paused a second.

“I’m sorry. I am a shadow and a thousand blades, not the subtle knife. Nor do I have the greatest vision or strength. I will track her down, though she is older than me. I promise.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Thank you anyways, Hunter Piortesenzth.”

She smiled, and Cara came over, breathlessly, and rested her arms on the seat next to Piortesenzth’s. Haeight sat down, sweating, silent, still looking so empty, and the old Hunter cracked one eye open again.

“Strange nights.”

“Yeah. Isn’t it crazy?‘

“No. Strangeness happens. I remember this. This makes me feel…alive. Sitting down with a stranger I encountered on the road. Ending up as a friend with someone I took as an enemy. This is living. I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten more than rations, like some living weapon or Golem of flesh, for so long. I don’t feel like I’m dying, but…”

He lifted one hand and tugged off a glove, looking at his scars and freckles and lines. Cara thought he could have been a great grandfather, and the only thing keeping him from being decrepit was his amazing physical condition.

“Hunter Piortesenzth. Will you really not sleep? Have we doomed Noelictus’ future?”

Haeight’s face was guilty, and the ancient Hunter thought about it, then glared at her.

“No. I am tired. I have seen how empty Noelictus is and how useless I have been, killing the countless foes but not stemming this tide. Noelictus never needed me. Even when that [Prince] found me during the Creler Wars, he could have triumphed on his own. Another Hunter will rise.”

“What if they don’t? What if—I failed Ridine. I have been a failure, both in fighting what I thought was wrong in the Hunter’s Guild, and then after I became a Veteran Hunter, in complacency. I don’t know what to do, Hunter Piortesenzth.”

Haeight’s gloved hands trembled as she sat there, like a woman searching around for a target to swing at with her axes and realizing that didn’t fix her problems.

Piortesenzth was silent, then smiled.

“Do you think I have been perfect, Huntress Haeight? Do you think—I have fewer regrets than yours? I am made of them. Do you see a legend? I feel a failure. You think you failed your Hunter? I think I have failed thousands of younger Hunters like you.”

He sat up a bit, and Elena tsked as she moved the bowl, but they all listened as Piortesenzth looked at Haeight. Her head rose, and she looked at him pleadingly, wanting reassurance.

“You, Haeight. You cannot die now. You will be guilty of that girl’s death. Wear it like your armor. Let it never happen again. I will not sleep. I have given lifetimes to Noelictus, and I am—I am now a weakness they rely on, a crutch.”

“I understand.”

The [Ancient Hunter] smiled as Haeight’s gloved hands shook. Somewhere in the distance, Yoitha was banging the pot, calling everyone for food, and bread’s scent filled the air, but Piortesenzth’s smile widened.

“Good. Then you will one day be the greatest Hunter of Noelictus. Do that, and I will rest peacefully.”

“W-what?”

Cara sat up as Haeight recoiled. Piortesenzth lay back with a laugh.

“There. Your problem solved. I put the burden on you.”

“Hunter Piortesenzth! I cannot—”

“Yes. You will. Now you’ve been marked by me. If it matters, you have now been chosen.”

He lay back and began to laugh quietly to himself, so greatly amused that Cara realized Piortesenzth might be…sort of one of those nightmarish old men. Haeight looked utterly serious and stricken, and then?

Then Elena began cackling, laughing to herself, and the two chortled at Haeight until they rose to get food. Whether it was the distraction, this moment, or anything else, Cara and Haeight could eat.

Not because they forgot Ridine. In fact, it felt even rawer, now, and Cara ended up saying something.

“I’m so suspicious.”

She was sitting with Seraphel, the maids, Elena, Haeight, and Yoitha, dipping bread and blowing on spoonfuls of the very tasty curry soup. It was hot, and Cara was starving, but she put the bowl down a second.

“I can’t help it. I kept looking for someone to hate. And it wasn’t ever one of you. Each one of you, if I had trusted, if I had done more, maybe it wouldn’t be like this. I wasn’t there for you, Seraphel, and I left Huntsong. I feel like I want to be a thousand places at once, but—I flit around. Some singer. Some actor. I’m just a fool.”

She met Yoitha’s eyes, and her friend averted them a second, then stared back.

“No, you’re not, Cara. You helped me. You’re overstretched.”

“It’s not your fault. I should have tried to change it. But I thought Deilfec was right. Ridine died because I didn’t think anything needed changing.”

Haeight looked down at her food, eyes empty. Cara protested.

“But they have good reasons to do what they did. It’s so—it’s so god-damn hard to change things. I’ve been with every person here, from Nicterise down, and I see why it’s so. I don’t have a better answer, but this misery?”

She closed her eyes, and someone began to hiccup. Haeight nodded.

“It’s all our faults.”

“And none!”

“I could have—”

Then Mariel began shaking, tears fell from her eyes, and she shouted.

“I did it! It was me! I’m so sorry, Your Highness!”

The other people looked around, and the [Maid of Honor] turned to Seraphel. The [Princess] was startled.

“Mariel? What?”

“I told Their Majesties about you fighting with Lord Fallien! They told me—to report every little thing! I’ve been telling Queen Ielane all the details! I—I thought I had to. But I knew it was wrong. You never should have married him. You don’t love him.”

Mariel was awash with tears. Then Dame Neranthei got up and called out.

“I—to—have been reporting to Their Majesties. Though I knew it was wrong. And I was told to watch Ser Dalimont, who also reports. We are all in service to the crown, and I have never felt guilty of it before now. But when I was told you should stay even if the Ovelian Keep should come under siege and attack—”

She stopped, and Seraphel looked around as her servants and [Knights] averted their gazes in shame. All of them. What a nightmare. But Ser Dalimont just bowed.

“We are servants to the Eternal Throne. We have all been loyal—but I feel as if Calanfer’s [Princess] has earned more loyalty as well. I can be loyal to her, the 4th Princess, over the crown. I would like to be, but I cannot annul a marriage. Even if she deserves the right to choose. Deserves better.”

He met Seraphel’s gaze, and the [Princess]’ eyes were watery.

“Dalimont—I have never liked any [Knight]. I have always felt trapped. At least, of late, I didn’t feel alone—!”

She began to weep, and her maids hugged her, and the Calanferians stood, uttering apologies, coming over—

Hunter Piortesenzth raised a hand.

“I could kill Lord Fallien.”

“Maybe after we’re sure Ailendamus is safe.”

Cara rubbed her chin darkly. Rolare laughed—then saw she wasn’t smiling. Then Yoitha was begging to see Piortesenzth’s swords, and he was explaining how they were made.

“These aren’t actually metal. They look metal, but they’re fangs. I took them from the Beasts of Fiskren.”

Haeight’s head snapped around, and Yoitha exclaimed.

“They’re not metal? But they feel like…someone’s forged them! I’m not some idiot who mistook fangs for metal, am I?”

“Well, they’re backed by metal, here. Fangs suck as swords, and to sharpen them and make them swingable, I took them to a Jinn-smith.”

“It counts! Wait, you mean Djinni.”

“No. Half-Djinni. I thought about trying to get a sword from the Dwarves, but…”

He shrugged, then eyed Yoitha.

“You made Haeight’s blades. Fine mithrilwork, the kind Hunters of my day used to carry around. The first blade an aspiring Hunter might get would be mithril.”

The first blade! Visc was pointing at Piortesenzth from the side, and Pictirm was rolling her eyes as Withrel and Ceinra looked astounded, realizing more of how old the ancient Hunter was. Yoitha puffed up, but Piortesenzth tilted his head.

“How did a [Smith] come to work at a place like this?”

“Oh…it’s a long, depressing story. Nevermind that. I’m here because I found I was good at drumming.”

“Drumming? Interesting.”

“Yes, Cara taught me. H-how do you know her?”

The old Hunter turned to Haeight, then to Cara, and that was the thread that ran through the theatre. Rolairenes was pointing at Cara as he tried to connect with Dalius. Haeight was shyly mumbling to Seraphel.

“Yes, it was a fine team. Huntsong. Cara didn’t deserve to be a Convict Hunter. Or at least, I didn’t think so. But I was just a Hunter—”

“I am not blaming you, Hunter Haeight! No indeed—I was quite a fan of Huntsong, actually.”

“Really? Even a [Princess] knew about it?”

Haeight lifted her head, astonished, and Seraphel tried to take her hands; Haeight snatched hers away, turned red, then held her hands back out so awkwardly that the [Princess] began giggling.

“I was truly, genuinely glad someone like you was watching out for her. And you’re Duchess Greina’s friend.”

“Yes. I wish—she must think I’m a traitor.”

“No. At least—she shouldn’t if she knows you. Secrets. There are so many secrets, and I fear they’ve built up into a mountain. I don’t know what Prince Seratoito is planning. He is a rather—sketchy—character.”

Haeight was more direct and shook her head.

“Everyone thinks he’s traitorous, but he has Fiskren’s backing, and the Duke is beloved. I don’t know where the citizens of Menorome will stand, but it had better not come to battle. The Hunters will kill everyone—but there aren’t many Veteran Hunters against armies of thousands. It would be a bloodbath.”

The conversation was switching back to the future, despite the jovial atmosphere. Yet there were odd quirks, like Elena styling Piortesenzth’s hair. And it felt—Cara stood there, almost woebegone.

Dead gods, why didn’t I introduce any of my friends to each other before? She supposed some, like Haeight, had been so absorbed in their quests it just hadn’t been possible.

But now Cara could stand there as Ser Dalius floated over and touch her hat warily before the ghost began asking her about the tombs.

“I was trying to clear Fiskren’s, you see, and I felt like it was nigh hopeless.”

“You were? Fiskren? H-how did it go? I nearly died there.”

“It’s not as bad as some. They have damn Liches—skeleton [Mages] who fly and cast more powerful magic—in some of the other tombs, and we were almost taking casualties. Fiskren’s is what your guild calls ‘low-priority’. Which means thousands of skeletons, zombies, and Ghouls. Many who climb up.”

“Bone Crawlers. Yes. We survived…any Skeleton Lords?”

Dalius hesitated.

“Some tougher ones, but it wasn’t as if any could harm me. But I couldn’t clear the tomb. I tried, but every time I killed an undead, they ended up falling to the bottom. I started just pushing them down since it was, uh—efficient. Then I realized I was creating a corpse pile on the bottom and tried to go down there and haul them up, but it’s so damned far—so I tried a fire. Only to realize there’s a leak or something. It’s wet down there. Lots of bloated corpses. Mushroom-zombies.”

Seraphel nearly gagged on her food.

“Ser Dalius! We are eating!”

The ghost beamed.

“I know. Since I do not get to, you may listen to my story, Your Highness. At any rate, Hunter—”

He turned back as Haeight kept eating, thoroughly unfazed but focused on his quandary. Seraphel gasped in slight outrage as Dalius spread his hands.

“—No fire. There were a bunch of water-themed undead sprouting up by the time I gave up trying to crush bones.”

“Water-undead? Like what?”

“This gelatinous muck-monster made of bones. A water-Ghoul-thing that kept hiding underwater. Some of the skeletons were infested and ‘spat’ water projectiles. None of it deadly—yet. But I had no idea how to deal with them. I am unlikely to be able to return, but how would you tackle that?”

Huntress Haeight rubbed at her head as she took her hat off. She looked genuinely mystified, but she came to an idea after a while.

“Well—I’d have to ask my seniors. I’ve never done a marsh hunt before. However, if I couldn’t haul their bodies out, maybe shock magicore? Something with a permanent electrical charge to cook the water? Or heat it to boiling. Hunter Loshell! May I ask—”

He was filling two bowls and came over and heard Dalius out.

“Heat the water up like a soup? We have artifacts like that. A few. It’d drain the water out if there’s ventilation, though the moss and condensation might turn all the undead into overgrowth types. But I’d worry about creating volcanic or boiling water type undead.”

“T-they can do that?”

Ser Dalius looked rather disconcerted. Loshell grimaced.

“Death magic…finds a way. Huntress Agshiga claims she’s even slain light-themed undead who blasted her with light magic. Any elemental typing makes them infinitely more dangerous. If it’s so bad down there, we’ll upgrade the danger. And if Fiskren’s tomb is one long drop—we’ll throw blast potions down every month. That might just keep them subdued. If we do clear it, I imagine we’d clear top-down. Some kind of movable system of sealed zones. Clear it floors at a time and crush the ones below.”

“I like that. But what if we just dug out the hill and gave the undead some good sunlight? Light clears the undead.”

Ser Dalius ventured. Haeight and Loshell stared at him. The [Knight] faltered.

“…Doesn’t it? I always thought that undead grew in darkness. Hence the Kingdom of Shade being so gloomy.”

“No. Death magic. They’re not mushrooms.”

“Wait, so it has nothing to do with light? But in my day, we used to crack tombs open to sunlight if they were infested…”

Loshell grunted.

“It probably released the death magic and stopped it concentrating. Same idea; wrong reason.”

“So undead aren’t also allergic to salt?”

Ser Dalius was rubbing at his head like a man who had been stricken, finding out he’d believed in an urban legend all his life. At this comment, Seraphel began giggling, and Haeight smiled, but Loshell took a long gulp from his bowl of soup.

“No, it messes up their death magic, but functionally, most salt’s not pure or concentrated enough to work. Salt-silverdust bombs are effective at confusing them, but we don’t bother.”

“Wait, undead are allergic to salt?”

Seraphel’s mouth opened. Ser Dalius looked smug. In fact, Piortesenzth appeared, eyes lighting up with interest.

“Are we discussing hunting undead? I had to do most of that recently, not general beast-killing. They’re also allergic to sunlight.”

“Aaaah! Aha!”

Loshell frowned as Ser Dalius pumped a fist in the air.

“Not the kind in Noelictus, Hunter Piortesenzth.”

The old Hunter shrugged.

“If it’s bright and magnified, it hurts them. It can work. You just have to import some.”

“Import sunlight.”

“Right. Drath might sell some, but you get most from Tiernas. Just buy it from the Continent of Glass.”

“The…that continent sunk, Piortesenzth. Eras ago.”

“No. What? I liked it. When?”

Seraphel interrupted.

“What was it like, sir? You must have seen so much! Tiernas, the legendary continent that was built—what did it look like?”

Piortesenzth thought for a second as everyone leaned forwards.

“It was very bright. Glassy.”

He looked around.

“I’m not good with descriptions. I’m a Hunter. That’s the only thing I’m good at.”

Of all the people to remember antiquity—Loshell was trying not to laugh as Haeight looked at her mentor and predecessor with great empathy, nodding solemnly. Meanwhile, Ser Dalius and Seraphel were amping up to roast the two Hunters.

Cara was heading over to ask if Vampires were real and, if so, whether or not any of her preconceived notions were real. And she was dying to ask them or Piortesenzth about werewolves.

However, an emergency: in this convivial gathering, Joeired emerged from the backrooms, face pale, and shouted.

“We have a crisis! I know the streets are under curfew, but someone must go out—we are almost out of toilet paper!”

Everyone turned, and Cara groaned.

“Joeired. Seriously? How many rolls do we have left?”

“One. I checked the other bathrooms, and we have one left. Nor do we have much paper or leaves. And I will not sully my costumes. Someone must acquire more.”

“One roll will last a night, Joeired.”

Atanna turned away dismissively, and the Stitch-man’s laugh was of pure, frank disbelief.

“Oh, you say so, Atanna? After a meal of spice and fire? Fine, then I will listen to the screams at night—if I didn’t know what you’d do to my curtains! Someone go out and buy some. Now!”

He had a point. Cara hesitated—then pointed at the doors.

“I’ll go. I know where we can buy some. Can someone come with…?”

“I will go, Miss Sullivan.”

Dalimont volunteered, and Seraphel objected.

“Dalimont! You’re too notable as a [Knight]! You too, Haeight!”

The Hunters and Ser Dalius were too obvious, but Ser Dalimont had a practical solution: he took his armor off. In plain clothes, he looked like such a stranger that everyone stared.

“We do go undercover, Your Highness. This is how we hunted for spies. Everyone notices the armor…anyone else?”

“I’ll go.”

“Me too!”

Rolare offered, and Yoitha piped up, and since that seemed like a strong group, they headed out. Cara noticed Rolare and Yoitha were very careful to not argue as much, and her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

Maybe they’d been resolving their own issues. If so, both gave her good poker faces, and they agreed this would be a fifteen-minute trip at most.

“There are stores open even in curfew. If we can’t get what we need, we could break the door down and steal some.”

Yoitha’s suggestion was rather violent, but she wasn’t going to be fighting over that final roll. Rolare shook his head as they looked around for patrols of soldiers; there were checkpoints around the Hunter’s Guild, but there were a few furtive people on the street.

“Yoitha, don’t be ridiculous.”

“Shut up, Rolare. We’ll even get the kind you want so you don’t throw a fit.”

“Well…yes, of course, we should get the half-Elven kind, but—”

The two began bickering as Ser Dalimont looked back at the Synphasia, then at Cara.

“What a strange meeting of people.”

“I wish it were under better circumstances. Dalimont, do you think we’ll be able to do something?”

The [Knight] did Cara the dignity of thinking for a good minute as they walked down the street before he replied somberly.

“With Hunter Piortesenzth, I imagine there are few limits. But a successful, good resolution—that will be far more difficult.”

That was true. There were a lot of powerful people in Noelictus. For all Ailendamus was poised to attack, there was Deilfec, Agshiga, Dalius, Arteis, the ghosts, Piortesenzth, Veteran Hunters—

So much potential, but they were all under multiple threats. The undead, divisions—

If only the truth could come out, but Belavierr’s deal made it so revealing the truth was both dangerous and would kill the royal family! She had come in Noelictus’ moment of weakness and managed to hurt them as much as she had ‘helped’.

“We’ll get to the royal palace tomorrow. Somehow. Then we can resolve things. Culin and Sasi are there, and…and then we’ll do our best.”

Cara was resolved. Dalimont nodded.

“I believe I know how to get to the palace unseen and undetected. Tonight, as everyone sleeps, Dame Neranthei, myself, and a few others will secure the route. It may be difficult, but we Thronebearers are little use in a fight. I hope it will make a difference.”

Cara blinked at Dalimont.

“How?”

For answer, he coughed and looked uncomfortable.

“…The simplest of ways, Miss Sullivan, that few think of even in a moment like this. It may be highly, highly unpleasant, but as Huntress Haeight could tell you, even the Palace of Shadows has needs. Manager Joeired’s issue dovetails nicely with this idea.”

She took a second, then groaned.

“The sewers. We’re going to walk through—”

“Doubtless the entrance in the palace is guarded by Hunters, but they should let us pass. Perhaps we’ll ask for one of the Veteran Hunters to ensure no one is killed.”

He was good at what he did, which was espionage. Cara was smiling, and she saw, to her immense relief, there was a shop open, though there wasn’t a light inside, and the [Shopkeeper] was doing a brisk trade with people in the same spot as Cara.

“Here you go. Need any food? It’s better to go in the mornings; there’s no siege, but anyone wise is stocking up.”

The nervous woman looked like she didn’t know what the future held, and Cara felt a pang as Yoitha handed rather soft, high-quality half-Elven toilet paper out. The fact that people in this world used toilet paper had given Cara immense relief; she didn’t know what she would have done with the older versions like literal poop sticks.

Anyways, arms full of relief, they were heading back when they met the final oddity of the night. Which was…a clamor of voices, then a familiar voice that made Cara instantly stop in her tracks. Someone was calling out, banging on shuttered windows, and she closed her eyes.

“No. It’s not possible.”

A man was stumbling around, shouting, as a group of people followed him.

“Lodging! Food! Just a single meal! I have coin! I have gold! I have the Bow of Avel—I’ll loan it to you! Just someone open up! We’re not with the palace—we can’t get through! And I’m not a rebel either! This is the King of Avel, open up!”

He began hammering on the doors to Innkeeper Catorn’s inn until a quavering voice begged him to leave. King Itreimedes kept hammering.

“Just some food, Miss! Please! I haven’t eaten in two days—I’ll starve!”

“Your Majesty, please—”

The royal court of Avel dragged him off, and Cara stared as Ser Dalimont rubbed at his forehead. Yoitha and Rolare were pointing at the [King], who lay down on the ground.

“Dying. How is this my end? No one will so much as open a door.”

“Sire, they’re afraid of reprisals from the Landsreight’s forces. You’re affiliated with the palace—”

“Then let’s go back!”

“The Landsreight will not let you into the palace, sir. If you were hurt, there would be war with Avel—”

“I am going to die of starvation! How’s that for war with Avel?”

The Minister of Defense looked hungry as he urged the King of Bows up.

“You losing weight due to hunger won’t mean war, sire. If you died of hunger on the streets, the people of Avel wouldn’t go to war for shame.”

“You treacherous bastard. They’d do that, too. Just a single meat bun. Just a snack!”

He began howling around, and Cara heard the royal court muttering.

“This is so embarrassing. He’s had snacks the last two days. If the Nighttrain weren’t shut down—”

“He refuses to go. We could have left the city, but I think he does care—”

“Let’s just take him to one of the checkpoints and demand some food if it’ll shut him up. They have to give us lodging.”

“I will not eat nor sleep under the roof of traitors! Not the ones threatening to depose Allorev or Nicterise!”

Itreimedes roared, and his court threw up their hands and began arguing with him. That moved Cara to act. Whether it was smart or not, he was a [King]. In theory. So she nudged Dalimont, and they trotted over.

“Itreimedes? If you need somewhere to sleep and eat, you can join us.”

“Who’s there? That’s King Itreimedes to—Cara!”

The man jumped, got to his feet, spotted Cara and Rolare, and ran over to hug them. The half-Elf looked totally off-guard and patted Itreimedes as the [King] grabbed their shoulders.

“Of course! The Synphasia! I should have thought of—I heard you were missing, Cara! Nicterise has gone mad. She threw something at me! She’s—I’ve never seen her this bad, truly. We wanted to help, but there are too many soldiers to get close. Do you have food? Is that f—is that toilet paper?”

“Come with us, Your Majesty. We’ve got food and friends you might recognize. This is Yoitha, Ser Dalimont—”

Itreimedes head swung to Dalimont without recognition, then he nearly leapt into the arms of his Minister of Defense.

“Dalimont? I didn’t recognize you! Wait, if you’re here—the Princess of Calanfer!”

Dalimont groaned.

“Your Majesty, try not to shout. Come on. Lords and Ladies of Avel, to the Synphasia, before a patrol finds us all!”

“You heard him. Let’s get moving. Someone shut the loudmouth up. Your Majesty, if you want to eat something, come quietly.”

Itreimedes fell silent, though he glared as everyone dashed back the way they’d come. When he got to the Synphasia, he stumbled into the warm, lit theatre, smelled the pot, and dashed down the seats and onto the stage that half the people didn’t even realize he’d come in before he was greedily filling a bowl.

“It’s hot! I hate spicy food. Is there anything to drink?”

Cara nearly put his head into the soup, but she felt bad for the rest of Avel’s court, who did look hungry, footsore, tired—and worried. They filed in as Joeired turned, about to scream, then gave Itreimedes a huge smile.

“Your Majesty, be welcome! A drink? I have some in my cabinets. We are delighted to host Avel in these trying times!”

“We’ll pay the bill later. We have gold. Thank you, Singer Cara—Your Highness, you’re here and not at Ovela?”

Seraphel was stunned to see Itreimedes, and the King of Bows integrated himself into the gathering so fast and quickly that Cara realized he really was a flexible man for a [King]. He might be childish, annoying, thoughtless, rude, and countless more adjectives his court hurled at him—but he did strike her as a king of his people.

In fact, she doubted he knew much about Noelictus’ truths, and Itreimedes did an amazing job of blending in despite knowing nothing. He was standing there, chatting away with Piortesenzth and Ser Dalius.

“So how is being dead? Do you get itchy?”

“No…”

“But you can feel things.”

“Yes. In fact, food is the one thing I cannot experience. If I concentrate, I can feel good and ill, and I don’t notice the lack most times. Unless I’m staring it in the face.”

Ser Dalius’ morose look included Itreimedes practically gulping down huge bites of bread he was dipping into the soup. The King of Bows nodded.

“You are missing out on this. Delicious! Nothing like starving for days to make me want to eat again! Dead gods, this is the best meal I’ve had in years! And who’re you, sir? Don’t stand on titles, we’re all people in a bind here. Some Hunter?”

Piortesenzth touched his hat, looking amused as he eyed Itreimedes’ bow.

“I am Hunter Piortesenzth, Your Majesty. Is that the Bow of Avel on your back?”

“Good man! Would you like to touch it? I’d let you fire it, but it puts holes in most walls.”

Piortesenzth blinked.

“I would indeed. I had the honor of knowing a [Princess] who was very good with it in my day.”

Itreimedes’ eyes widened as Dalius choked on his tongue.

“You knew my mother, then! No, wait…Grandmother Reitnem? One of my aunts? You look fairly old, sir. And that’s not an insult, it’s me being observant! The bow gets passed around a lot. We used to do a raffle each year, but I decided I needed to have it. As [King]. Which one was it?”

Piortesenzth shrugged with a smile, clearly enjoying this.

“Princess Zicereine, I believe.”

Itreimedes snapped his fingers.

“Dead gods, did we have a Zicereine in the family a generation back? Now there’s a name. Someone named after the greatest [Princess] in history? I bet she was bullied growing up, poor girl.”

“The Zicereine I knew was rather bold. She hunted with us, actually.”

The King of Bows was nodding respectfully as his royal court stared at Hunter Piortesenzth for a long while and began muttering behind their hands. Itreimedes, obliviously, took another gulp from a tumbler he’d been passed and sighed.

“Now there’s a life. Going around hunting, getting to adventure—then again, I’m meeting ghosts. So I suppose now is interesting times after all? It doesn’t feel that fun. The man and woman I’ve known for decades are being deposed, and everyone tells me Avel has to remain neutral, because Ailendamus will be attacking any day now. And Samal’s not even saying if they’ll fight!”

He looked—stressed. Tired. Cara edged over as Yoitha and Rolare began nudging each other.

“You tell him.”

“No, you. I wish to see his face.”

“You’re his best friend. You were on tour—you tell him.”

Cara marched up to King Itreimedes.

“So Avel will fight against Ailendamus if they invade, King Itreimedes?”

The [King] turned, and his Minister of Defense spoke urgently.

“The Kingdom of Bows will have to see what the situation ent—”

“Yes, of course. But if it means Allorev and Nicterise aren’t on the throne, we’ll be marching on Menorome, and I’ll put a hole through anyone who hurt them. I told the idiots in the Landsreight that—they’ll listen or—or else. But I don’t know what to do about Nicterise. Allorev’s got his card-face on, and…and if Ailendamus goes to war, without Samal, we’ll lose. But what am I to do?”

He sat down hard on the stage, and Piortesenzth sat down with him.

“The Bow of Avel and I could probably hold off one army of Ailendamus.”

“True, true. But they have lots. I like you, Hunter Pior-something. Have you been to Avel before?”

“Yes. The last time I was hunting a Giant who ate people.”

Itreimedes began laughing. He clapped Piortesenzth on the back, and Cara’s mouth opened.

“Good one, good one! Do you hear that? Minister of Defense, get over here and introduce yourself to this fellow. A Hunter with a sense of humor!”

“Your Majesty. Please, use your brain for one second. I’m begging you.”

It was that kind of night. Wild, crazy, with people losing track of the stakes, forgetting a second how dire things were in the pursuit of trying to capture a moment of respite.

Itreimedes helped. Half the people were egging him on and trying to tell if he was faking it, and Cara did suspect the King of Bows was hamming it up a bit near the end. The way his eyes twinkled like a boy having fun…

It was worth it to see Seraphel laughing with Haeight, who giggled once then turned red and refused to laugh again, to see Rolare take the stage and try to get everyone to shut up so he could perform, storm off, and be coaxed back on, to whirl around with Ser Dalius in a dance, then Joeired, then see Hunter Piortesenzth calmly and slowly dancing by himself, as if he were a lonely Hunter quietly enjoying himself far from civilization, a dance so strange, yet complete despite it being one person that Seraphel tried to copy him.

Then Cara was singing, smiling, and drinking Joeired’s good liquor until she lay down on stage and bade her audience good night. When she rose, the final act had begun, and Cara had no idea what her part was.

But the cast was ready, and when they stood—they were a troupe united in purpose. The stage was Menorome and the Kingdom of Shade. The first scene was the royal palace and streets outside, starring the beloved King of Bows as he did the only thing he could.

——

Under the sewers, Hunter Haeight led the Thronebearers, Princess Seraphel, Cara, even Yoitha, Rolare, and all the Hunters to the palace. Ser Dalius had flown ahead to tell them to open a secret passageway, and they were resolved to meet with the royal family and do what could be done.

Pictirm, Loshell, and Visc had crept away and come back with a host of supplies from the Hunter’s Guild and news that most of the Veteran Hunters and regulars were there.

“Withrel and Ceinra are telling them to stay put. The regular Hunters looked ready to rebel—but Marvekh kept them from doing anything. They’ll wait on us, but the soldiers are watching them. If they break out, it’ll be a fight, and there are a lot of the Landsreight’s forces. The rest are around the palace. They’re dug in hard. Duke Fiskren’s got his own Hunters from Fiskren, and his soldiers know how to fight.”

Cara’s heart sank at that, but at least they had a route to the palace, however smelly. The Landsreight’s forces might have decided today was the day to press the crown, and they might force that dreaded vote that would be an ultimatum—but not yet.

Every eye was on the Palace of Shadows, and Cara had heard the armies poised to march closer were being scried from afar. Foreign powers were watching, and Menorome’s citizens, even people of Noelictus, Avel, Samal, and likely nations she had never heard of to north and south.

There was no television network, but if there had been, this would have been a top story—for Terandria, at least. The fall of an old monarchy. Ailendamus at the borders.

The Landsreight knew they had to hurry and resolve this issue if they had any hope of going to Ovela’s aid. The crown was stalling because it knew it could not give them an answer they wanted. The nobles might have convened that very morning, at dawn, but a figure appeared on the walk to the palace, blocking their way.

Just one man:

The King of Bows.

——

“Not one step closer! I’ll shoot! And believe me, I have only one arrow, but it won’t stop until it hits Menorome’s walls! No one will get to the palace until I am promised, on truth spells, the royal family will not be harmed!”

“Your Majesty, get back. Don’t fire! The King of Avel is standing here!”

His royal court were remonstrating with King Itreimedes, who, in view of his horrified public and Noelictus’ people, was refusing to move aside for Duke Fiskren, Marquis Seelthru, and the coalition including Prince Seratoito. The Duke was shouting at King Itreimedes.

“Your Majesty, we do not intend on sedition!”

“If I knew what that was, I’d be happier, Duke Fiskren! On your honor! Back, back, I said!”

The [Soldiers] trying to move him out of the way flinched as his bow rose and a glittering arrow aimed around. Everyone ducked away from that relic-class weapon Itreimedes was aiming about. He might be one, very mortal man, but the weapon he carried could kill legends.

“Your Majesty, what are you thinking? This is not a solution to Noelictus’ crisis!”

His Minister of Defense was upbraiding him. Itreimedes was sweating as Prince Seratoito raised his voice.

“Your Majesty Itreimedes, does the royal family include me? I assure you, we all want a nonviolent resolution to this crisis. But some heads may eventually have to roll—incompetence and corruption must be held to account.”

His smile was wide as Huntress Agshiga sat on a horse next to him, and even Duke Fiskren gave the [Prince] a look of disgust.

“We have no designs on the blood of the crown. King Itreimedes, this is a Noelictan matter. Move aside, I beg you.”

“No! I won’t! Be told, all of you! Avel will go to war if a single member of the royal family is killed! If you want our help—resolve this without blood! Because it will be our armies marching on Menorome if Allorev, Nicterise, Kadane, or that kid is hurt!”

He’d clearly forgotten Prince Gedal’s name. The threat of war from the King of Avel made the Landsreight go silent. The King of Bows was making a fool of himself, grandstanding while his people watched.

“Your Majesty. Do you have a solution to the crisis between crown and Landsreight? The question of giving the authority to command the Hunter’s Guild to the nobility when the crown has misused their power is fair.”

Duke Fiskren’s voice was calm, clear, and weary. He looked King Itreimedes in the eyes.

“What would you tell us when we see the corruption of the Hunter’s Guild? When, clearly, good Hunters misuse or underuse their abilities? They could have fought at the border months ago. We must have confidence in the throne. We must have unity against Ailendamus! What say you to any of this?”

His daughter, Duchess Greina, was standing behind him with her entire team. Princess Telleis was just as restless as King Itreimedes, trying to keep out of sight of any [Scrying] spells. But the Duchess had taken the side of her father and was grimly scanning the Hunters manning their barricades at the palace steps. She was looking for Haeight.

The King of Bows’ head was down as his advisors advised him to shut up. After a second, Fiskren spoke again.

“Your Majesty. Where does Avel stand on—”

“I don’t know.”

Itreimedes spoke loudly to the ground. His royal court groaned. Marquis Seelthru sniggered, and the Duke’s lips moved a second.

“Your M—”

“Shut up! I don’t know. I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT’S GOING ON.”

The King of Bows raised his weapon and aimed it around. He took a step back, breathing hard, the whites of his eyes showing, and his court backed away. Dead gods, he’d snapped. The people of Avel watched as Itreimedes raked a hand through his hair, nearly knocking his circlet off his head. One-handed, he aimed the bow around. And now, he was screaming.

“Stop asking me about politics! I have no clue what the Court of Dusk is doing. I have no idea how King Allorev or Nicterise are ruling. Do I look like I understand policy? I didn’t even know something was wrong until armies started popping out of the woodwork. I don’t know what to do.”

He paused, chest rising and falling, panting as if he’d run ten miles. The King of Bows stared back at the dark palace behind him, then his back straightened.

The Bow of Avel gleamed in his hands as he took hold of it. That ancient wood, golden, cut from a tree long gone, flexing, seemed brighter as he lifted it. When he took an archer’s stance, he seemed more terrifying than anyone had ever seen him. The arrow drew back gently, though, as he spoke.

“—But I am right here. This feels right. I don’t know what the solution is, but I have known Allorev and Nicterise. I went to their wedding. There is a little boy in that palace and my friends. They are not bad people. Maybe they’ve been poor rulers. I am a poor ruler, so I would know. I will not abandon them. Not now, not ever. If my people don’t wish to fight the war I take them to, I’ll go alone. But I will tell them I think it’s the right one to fight.”

There he stood, bow in hand, and the Kingdom of Avel watched their silly [King] making his decision. Itreimedes called out, sighting down that bow.

“If anyone wants to kill the royal family of Noelictus, step forwards so I only shoot you and the rest of your miserable lot.”

——

What a silly, wonderful, little [King]. When Cara emerged from the sewers and saw him in front of the palace, waving his bow around, she understood why Avel’s people spoke of him with such exasperation and fondness.

“He’s buying us time. He won’t be able to do that forever, though. We have a chance.”

Ser Dalius floated up through the floor, and Cara spun. She looked around the palace, and Keeper Liletrec had appeared—along with Guildmistress Deilfec, who was speaking to the Hunters.

“So. You’ve come once again. Her Majesty is not well, Singer Cara. She does not need to see you. You, on the other hand, Ser Dalius, may be welcome. The royal family is imperiled. Princess Kadane and Prince Gedal may need escort to safety. Avel, or Kaaz, perhaps.”

The ghost bowed to the Keeper as Cara gulped.

“The ghosts of Afiele will escort them as long as Lord Culin and Lady Sasi go with them.”

The Keeper nodded, her eyes gleaming behind her mask intent on Cara.

“Yes, that may be arranged. The royal family must be safe. Prince Gedal especially. This is no place for a boy. It never was, with Nicterise so. Not with the dead. Not now.”

“What about Ovela? And where are the [King] and [Queen]? I’d like to help. I’ve brought Seraphel. And supplies for the Hunters.”

Liletrec stared down at Cara, then pointed a hand.

“His Majesty is in the throne room. Her Majesty is roaming the palace. She has entered into her season of wrath and paranoia. She trusts no one. If you would like to go visit her—be wary. She is dangerous, even to me.”

Oh no. Dalius was whispering to Cara.

“Cara—the Landsreight may allow Prince Gedal and Princess Kadane to go with the King of Avel. That sounds very reasonable! If so, we would escort them onto the Nighttrain. Few can even catch them there, and it would be an armored fortress moving to Avel. Safe in case of invasion as well as the undead breaking out.”

“Good idea! Seraphel, are you going with them?”

“No.”

Cara’s head snapped around. Seraphel was standing, pale-faced, but with her hands folded as more ghosts appeared. Ser Mustrec, the other knights and warriors, nearly a hundred of them presenting themselves grave-faced and ready. They looked to Cara, then to Ser Dalius as he rubbed at his face, then drew his sword.

“We…are going to Ovela. Her Highness, Seraphel, has insisted on going herself. We will fly with her to reinforce Arteis. If Ailendamus invades, it will take every ghost we have. That Baron Digneral was strong, and I have word there are multiple ‘Great Knights’ moving on Ovela. If they’re all Level 40 or higher—we will be needed.”

“What? When did you cook this up? Seraphel!”

The [Princess] was pale, but she lifted her chin.

“I have to, Cara. Not just because Lord Fallien is my husband. Culin and Sasi come from Afiele. If need be, I will retreat from the Ovelian Keep and make sure they are not mistreated. But someone must go.”

“Not you. Let Dalius go alone. Seraphel—there’s nothing you could do there. This is your parents talking, isn’t it?”

Seraphel hesitated, then hung her head. Dalius glanced at her with a frown.

“Princess Seraphel, Cara is right. Stay here, I beg you. The ghosts will go alone. We would stay, Cara. In fact, Mustrec and a dozen others will go with Sasi and Culin.”

“Not you? They love you. What about here?”

Dalius gave Cara a bitter smile.

“We debated it. But that Revenant in the crypt can kill us with magic. The Hunters of Noelictus—the Veteran Hunters and Sir Piortesenzth are more than capable without us. We are sworn to Afiele, and it is Afiele which is in danger. We are not sworn to this crown, nor can we decide Noelictus’ future.”

His ghosts did not want to, Cara realized. They were setting themselves against the only clear target, not their descendants. Cara reached out and touched Dalius’ arm. His armor was freezing, but it became merely cool as he placed a hand on her arm.

“But will you be okay?”

“We are ghosts, Cara. Leave Ovela’s safety to us.”

He didn’t answer her, and Cara felt a chill as she remembered Digneral and one Great Knight. Would they really be alright? They were ghosts—

But even ghosts died.

Still, it was done. The ghosts began to fly through the walls, abandoning the palace, as Seraphel turned to Cara.

“I suppose it’s up to us to do what can be done here, then.”

“Yes.”

Cara saw Piortesenzth heading to the Royal Crypt, following Deilfec. Visc, Loshell, Pictirm, and Haeight, they were [Hunters]. They turned to Cara, and Haeight trotted over.

“Cara, the Revenant is leading attacks on the doors. He knows we’re distracted. We’re going down to fight.”

“Okay—but what about the Landsreight?”

Haeight shrugged.

“Deilfec said to leave that to King Allorev. She’s confident Agshiga knows what’s going on. Cara, we’re Hunters. That thing is trying to break through.”

“—But we need help here. Haeight, these decisions, the royal family—we don’t need a bunch of idiots with crossbows. We need someone who can talk!”

“…I’m bad at talking.”

The [Axe Hunter] mumbled, adjusting her hat. Impulsively, Cara caught her arm.

“Stay.”

“No. I have to—”

“Haeight. If the Singer, or the King or Queen, needs you, stay. ”

Deilfec turned briefly. She met Cara’s eyes with her burning ones. The Guildmistress nodded at Cara.

“The Landsreight doesn’t trust me. Nor do I negotiate or tend to people well. The Queen was asking for you, Cara. Take Haeight. At the very least, she can fight if there’s trouble.”

“But Guildmistress—”

Haeight wanted to go and join the fighting, but Deilfec stared at her until Haeight flinched.

“That’s an order, Haeight. You think you’re needed below? Piortesenzth is fighting with us. At the very least, you can stop an assassin or something. Now, listen closely. We will leave the doors unsealed if we need to retreat, but if you hear any fighting in the royal wing, evacuate everyone out of the palace and tell everyone what is going on. That [Warlord] thinks he can break the door’s magic. If he gets past us—consider the palace lost. Haeight, there are contingencies to evacuate the entire city in the hands of the [King] and [Queen] and in my office. Call on every nation to scorch Menorome to dust.”

Haeight turned dead white. Cara licked her lips.

“How likely is that? The ghosts—”

“The ghosts are afraid he can control them. They’re right. He’s been throwing meteor spells at the door. Piortesenzth thinks he can cut them apart. We will see. Go. The Landsreight will be here soon.”

The Hunters were heading off, and somehow, it was now just Cara, Seraphel, and Haeight. The servants of Calanfer were looking around, not knowing what to do, and Yoitha and Rolare were whispering to each other.

“Cara, what do we do?”

“Uh—I don’t—Rolare, can you cut through a giant meteor twice as tall as you are?”

The half-Elf froze as he thought about it.

“I don’t know. I’ve never had one to practice on. I don’t think I can reach that far.”

Cara nodded.

“In that case, I think hold back and wait for us to see what’s going on.”

Yoitha licked her lips, hefting her smith’s hammer.

“Don’t worry, Cara. If it goes bad, Rolare and I can hit a few idiots on the way out. We can run to Dwarfhome. Do you—should we come with you and meet this [Queen]?”

“Better not. She doesn’t know…she’s not the most stable at this moment.”

Rolare took the issue out of Cara’s hands by nodding and adjusting the sword on his belt.

“We’ll look around and see if we can make ourselves useful. Come on, Yoitha. Cara has places to be. Let’s go with the Thronebearers.”

He nodded at Seraphel’s servants, who were heading into the palace. Yoitha nodded and grasped Cara’s arm.

“We’ll be right here. Call if you need us.”

Then they hurried over to Ser Dalimont, who was speaking rapidly.

“Dame Neranthei, I want three emergency escapes. Let’s find every member of the royal family who might be leaving. Secure Lord Culin and Lady Sasi with the ghosts. Sweep every servant as a possible spy. There is at least one in the palace according to our intelligence. Prepare for our escape contingencies. Maid Mariel, you do that.”

“Eight changes of clothing, food, personal effects?”

Thistel and Mariel were prepping go-bags, and Dailmont nodded.

“Yes—and take Miss Elena!”

The [Helpful Servant] was just standing there. Cara and Seraphel turned to her.

“Elena, go with the others. Anything that needs doing—go and do it, okay?”

“Yes, Cara. What should I do, Miss Mariel?”

The [Maid of Honor] was frowning.

“Go—go grab that clothing for the royal family, Elena. Your Highness, do you need one of us?”

“No. Thank you, Mariel.”

The servants rushed off. Only Dalimont remained, and Haeight was checking her axes and crossbow.

Haeight and Dalimont felt like good security in the palace. After all, it was either going to be rebellion, war, or undead attack. Either they were good enough for something minor or nothing was going to be useful. Cara took a breath as Seraphel turned to her.

“His Majesty first?”

“Yes.”

——

“Cara. There you are. Reclis, I see your daughter, and she’s better here than Ovela. I will call you back in ten minutes. Tell the Holder of Keys to wait for me if Samal joins us.”

King Allorev tilted the scrying orb he was holding in one hand as he spoke into it. Cara saw the distorted face of a man speaking urgently, but the King of Noelictus simply turned the scrying orb off with a whispered command, then covered it with a cloth.

He did not rise, but beckoned them forwards. Princess Kadane was there, face pale, and servants were hurrying around, but the Royal Guard were gone.

The throne room looked…rather empty. Even the spiders overhead had retreated to their nests, and only a few big ones were hovering overhead, legs gyrating in agitation. They looked ready.

Ready for a fight.

Yet the King of Hosts seemed calm. Not resigned or emotionless, but at peace. He sat with such certainty that Cara’s heart began pounding before he spoke.

“I’m glad to see you alright, Cara. I heard about Ovela and that poor Hunter. I wish it had not occurred as it did, but this day feels like it was delayed too often. I’m not sure what will happen. Cathiel’s roaming the palace in a frenzy. She’s talking about traitors, and neither Kadane nor I, nor Liletrec nor any potion, can calm her. I don’t know if this is because of the Landsreight or something else. Please, go to her. She trusts you. I cannot.”

“I—I tried. But she screamed at me, and she says she can’t control herself.”

Kadane was afraid as she went over to them and hugged Seraphel. The Calanferian [Princess] looked up at Allorev.

“Your Majesty, I am so terribly sorry about—”

He lifted a hand.

“I told Reclis to his face he was a fool for demanding you stay. Ailendamus is preparing to strike. He would have you be a bargaining chip, casus belli to rally support around. I disagreed. I told him he had a daughter. Well, he’s thinking of the future of Noelictus. I am too, I suppose. Cathiel needs me, and here I am.”

He stretched out on the throne tiredly, and Seraphel spoke up.

“The Landsreight, Your Majesty. If I can help in any way, I am good with negotiations and contracts.”

Allorev smiled at her.

“Thank you, Princess, but there’s little wiggle-room. They want what I can’t give or would ruin the Hunter’s Guild: control. Seratoito’s wormed his way in, and we will have their loyalty at the end or outright rebellion. That doesn’t matter, not really. What is going to happen, either way, is that they will demand answers. And answers must be given.”

Cara’s skin chilled at the way he looked so calm and Kadane’s look of utter terror. Seraphel licked her lips.

“Your Majesty, to my understanding—does the truth not mean imperiling the royal family?”

“If ten thousand people know the truth. We’re far from that number. Though—yes—word spreads, and so many of the Landsreight…no. No, it certainly isn’t something to gamble. The Hunters are holding the line in the crypt. That Revenant is more dangerous than any before it. You know about it?”

They nodded. Haeight stared at Allorev, and he shifted his smile to her.

“Huntress. Your name?”

“Haeight, Your Majesty. Honored to serve. Veteran Hunter.”

“Very good. Tell me, Huntress Haeight, what are the odds that if Ovela is taken, the entire province, someone will uncover the Tomb of Ovela and find what lies within?”

The question took Haeight by surprise, and worry clouded her face.

“Th—the undead that come from it—the tomb of Ovela is active. If they listen to local custom, and they know it’s a tomb, no one might touch it, and there are wards. But within months, the year or two years at most—”

The dead would burst the containment. Cara saw it. Even if Ovela was lost and the war didn’t take all of Noelictus.

“Another way to get to that ten thousand threshold for Belavierr’s clause to activate. Thank you, Hunter Haeight. Your analysis agreed with my own and that of Deilfec. So I’m faced with the Landsreight, the crypt, and Ailendamus. Three crises, each of which can go to calamity. And Reclis is just focused on one.”

Allorev laughed lightly. Kadane was shaking as Seraphel took her fellow [Princess]’ arm. The Princess of Calanfer knew something, just like Cara. The Singer spoke.

“Allorev. What are you planning?”

The King of Hosts nodded to her, eyes appreciative.

“The only play that makes sense, Cara. Belavierr has always had her contract, and it’s a damned stupid one. Whoever agreed to it, two generations back, was an utter fool. It has so many clauses, and the one about our deaths if the truth is revealed…that was the one I wanted to negotiate. Alas, she doesn’t respond unless there’s a breach, and I have no leverage.”

His eyes were sharp and merciless a second as he lifted a finger.

“I did think of selling the ghosts, but she wouldn’t bite. Even the imminent demise of Noelictus probably doesn’t bother her; if we’re deposed, she gets to negotiate with the next group, and the ‘Royal Guard’ won’t be here. So. Maybe Fiskren will have to sell something dear to keep that Revenant from destroying Menorome.”

He winced at the thought. Cara had nothing to say. She imagined strong-arming Belavierr and nodded.

“So what’s the plan?”

Allorev exhaled, then glanced at Kadane. She tried to look brave, but she was terrified, her mandibles shaking. He gave his daughter a warm, weary smile, then met Cara’s eyes with his own.

“I play Belavierr’s game. Three things, Cara. If any three occur, I act. If the Hunters cannot stop that warlord below. If the Landsreight will see no reason. If Ovela is invaded and the ghosts of Afiele cannot stop that Baron Digneral.”

Three difficult things. Allorev’s eyes never wavered.

“If any of that happens, I will, in that moment, excommunicate Cathiel, Gedal, Kadane, and Seratoito. I have consulted with an expert in law; I have the power, technically, to usurp the throne and divorce then exile Cathiel. I have even a formal contract.”

He produced four scrolls and unrolled one. Seraphel gasped, and Kadane stirred.

“Father?”

The [Princess] of Calanfer strode over and snatched a scroll. She took one look—

“Your Majesty, these are royal contract seals—”

“Yes. Magical proclamations. You know, Reclis gave them to me as a wedding present. I always thought it was terrible, but he might save them all. I hope they will work. I must trust they will work.”

“Why? Your Majesty, what—?”

Haeight didn’t see it. But Cara did, like a perfect tragedy. She met Allorev’s gaze, and he winked at her, one expert to another.

“You’re going to tell them the truth. And Belavierr’s contract will activate and kill the royal family—just you.”

Kadane cried out in horror, and Allorev smiled victoriously.

“Yes. It is my hope that the truth will move the Landsreight to abandon their complaints and ally with the Hunter’s Guild. Ailendamus may find itself the unlucky saviors of Noelictus if the crypt explodes. But I fear that when the truth is told and I die—every tomb in Noelictus opens. I will do my best to time this, but it will be a full evacuation. Itreimedes, Samal, my homeland—will have to march on Noelictus and quell the hordes. It will be dire, but it will be done. And we will all be allowed to rest.”

Again, he stretched, like a man who had been up too late and was sore from hunching his shoulders. Kadane shouted.

“Father, you can’t!”

“I can and I must, Kadane. This is the duty of Noelictus’ [King]. Frankly, I would rather not die, but at least then we would not have to do this. Cara—Cathiel is in no position to hear me out. Will you go to her and take care of her, regardless of what happens next?”

“Yes.”

Haeight was staring up at Allorev. Kadane was sobbing and shouting, and Seraphel was looking at the contracts, then Allorev. Haeight almost seemed…relieved.

Almost proud to look at her [King] and see how he had chosen. When he had spoken of the end of Noelictus, she had looked bleak, but there was that terrible light that Belavierr created in her eyes.

Let it be over.

Cara wasn’t ready. She faced Allorev down, and the King of Hosts eyed her.

“That only happens if we don’t manage all three. Piortesenzth is here. He can kill that Revenant. The Landsreight isn’t made up of idiots—well, not all. And the ghosts are defending Ovela. It doesn’t—won’t come to that.”

“I hope so. As I said, it’s my preparations for the worst. If you can do anything—now would be the time.”

Seraphel interrupted urgently.

“Your Majesty, let me look at—did you say that person, Belavierr, has a contract? Is it written down?

Allorev raised his brows. He frowned, then nodded.

“Yes. It’s sealed away. Take your [Knight] and—Liletrec! Escort these two to read it. Huntress Haeight, will you run reports from the crypt to me? I have to know how it’s going. Take this speaking stone.”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”

Once again, that left Cara with Allorev, and she stepped closer to the throne as Kadane ran from the throne room. He looked after her, shaking his head.

“I didn’t tell her. Seratoito knows. Or guesses. He’s too smart, that boy. If you can calm Nicterise down, the Landsreight may settle. Fiskren is a damn—you know those tusked things in Cenidau? Big, heavy, floppy things that live on the ice?”

“Walruses?”

That was such a mean comparison, but Fiskren was bald, had a mustache like one, and frankly it fit. Allorev grunted.

“Yes. Have you ever seen them fight? They slam into each other. It’s rather stupid-looking, but it can kill you or me in a single blow. That’s Fiskren. It would be so easy if we could tell him. Maybe we should have! But he can’t keep a secret, and if the Landsreight thinks it’s a conspiracy—well, it would be better than this, maybe. Or maybe we’d have been here ten years sooner!”

He thunked the armrest of his throne and looked at Cara. She heard him measuring his breathing deliberately. In, out. And she murmured to him.

“Does the Palace of Shadows have a spy? Could someone we know be a traitor?”

Allorev closed one eye, lowering his voice.

“There are always spies, Cara. But if you mean one causing havoc—yes. Though they didn’t mention the crypt to our enemies, so that either means they don’t know or…? I don’t want to suspect my Hunters, Seraphel, or you. If there is one, it’s not one I can find with my Skills. But that’s always the mark of a good spy. Just think of Cathiel, please? I don’t know how to help her.”

He gave her a wretched look.

“You talk about medicine and types of therapy and ways to manage what she’s going through. You speak with such hope and sing, and it calms her.”

“I don’t know the solution. Even where I come from, there isn’t one!”

Cara’s voice broke, and Allorev nodded.

“Yet you understand what she’s going through is real. Try, Cara. Please. I—I cannot be with her. The Landsreight is coming soon. Itreimedes is stalling them, but he cannot be gone long. When they make their demands, I have a few tricks. It won’t go the way the schemers think, but even if we flip it on them, the truth is our greatest weakness.”

Yes, the truth. It always went back to the truth, which could not be told. Damn Belavierr! Cara stood there, frowning. She said something without thinking.

“You and I are a lot alike, you know.”

Allorev blinked. Then nodded.

“Yes. Attractive, not old, good singers, light on our feet—you should see me dance—entangled with multiple paramours, or at least, I was at your age, and I’m glad to see you charmed a ghost and a half-Elf. You can only get more interesting from there. Don’t flirt with spiders of any kind, though—”

Cara stared at the King of Hosts, and he smiled.

“—insecure? Prevaricators? Trying to do the right thing? Talkers, not fighters? Help me out here, Cara.”

“Actors.”

The King of Hosts raised a brow.

“Ah, well, yes, that too. In my case, I’d call it more of a ‘flirting socialite’ than whatever you meant. We play a role to be liked. I never wanted responsibility, let alone being a [King]. I just happened to fall in love with this amazing woman who needed someone who was smart, intelligent, and could help carry her terrible burdens. Instead, she got me.”

His sardonic smile, the guilt, the way he talked all struck a chord with Cara. She hesitated, then realized her feet were tired from walking through the sewers. She was bone-achingly exhausted and fed up with everything.

So she took a seat—on the throne next to him. A passing servant gasped, and Allorev raised his brows.

“I’m half-tempted to kick you off there.”

“Spare it. I’m tired, Allorev. I’m a liar, an actor, a great pretender. And then I realized I had to actually step up because no one else could. The first time, I went off to kill a bastard with Dalius. Then I ran away because I knew I was an imposter. Now—here I am again. I tried my best to fix things, to make things work.”

“I heard about your Dwarf friend. I’ve seen your song crystals being sold. Cara, I have seen the ghosts, and they are on our side, rather than rebelling in this moment. You have done more than anyone can ask.”

“Just not enough.”

The King of Hosts shrugged, again, losing his smile and slumping in his seat.

“Miracles belong to people who can will or drag them out of nothing. Not for fakes like us. You did everything they could, and I salute it.”

He sighed, and Cara saw them suddenly. King and singer, flirter and actor, spider-kisser and ghost-sexer.

But also, liars both. She sat there a second and wondered if she was going crazy. Then she turned to Allorev, a spark in her eyes.

“—I can’t help with the Landsreight. I’ll find Cathiel after this. Nor do I know how to take on Belavierr or stop that Revenant. But I have one idea for your problems, Allorev. Hear me out? If we’re going down in flames and this is your final act—what about one last try before then? One last lie?”

The weary [King] was slumped, but he sat up at her tone. His head rose—and she leaned over and whispered to him, though there was no one there, for dramatic effect. Allorev paused—then his eyes opened wide.

“That’s ridiculously stupid. And it won’t work without Cathiel, not as it is.”

“Then I have to calm her down. But if you find Deilfec…”

“Yes. Yes. Haeight! Get me Deilfec, now. I need to consult with her. Cara, this falls on you. Find Cathiel.”

Suddenly, Allorev was sitting forwards, and Cara saw him grasping at a straw, like a man hanging off a cliff seeing the weakest of ropes being lowered. She sprang up, and he looked at her with admiration.

“I should have thought of that years ago. But it’s so damned cruel.”

“Welcome to the stage. It was always meaner than the Synphasia. Joeired’s a soft touch. Some day, I’ll actually show you theatre.”

Cara swept him a bow, then took off running. She still had to deliver miracles on two other fronts, or someone did. And Queen Nicterise—

Oh.

She wasn’t well.

——

Cara had seen the destruction caused by Cathiel before, but that was nothing compared to the trail of broken rooms she had left this time. She knew Nicterise had Skills that changed with her mood. Nicterise had told her, once.

“I am the [Queen of Many Aspects], Cara. Class follows mind. Level 32. My Skills change depending on my mood. Many times, I have [Aura of Wrath]. You have seen my [Aura of the Rains]. I long to show you better days.”

And she had better days, or so Cara understood. It was just a slow, gradual decline that had gotten worse and worse until the Nicterise that Cara had first met.

Which was…odd. Cara knew about cognitive decline, and it was not the same as mental disorders. It wasn’t as if Nicterise were slowly losing her memory. This rapid descent seemed sudden. Even convenient.

The woman knew how to manage her moods. She had fought a battle alone, without training, designing rooms to lift her spirits, telling people honestly how she was feeling, and mastering tricks to remove herself from scenarios that set her off.

Her snapping points in ordering Cara’s execution, exiling Duke Fiskren, and now this were all shocks to Nicterise and her family as much as her people. Yet they had happened, and Cara realized this particular set of disasters was beyond bad.

“Miss Cara! Don’t go near the Queen. She’s so dangerous even Liletrec has said she’d been in mortal peril. Please!”

The servants knew her, but even they tried to ward her off. They were monitoring Nicterise’s location, and Cara was following her path, but the [Singer] stopped. She saw several clustering around a familiar little boy, and Elena drifted by, holding a hamper of clothes.

“Prince Gedal!”

He was here, and one of the servants whispered.

“Keeper Liletrec bade us keep him away from Her Majesty. She is busy assisting the Princess of Calanfer and Hunters. But the Prince—”

“I want to see Mother. Now!”

He was red-faced, close to crying, and they had to stop him running after Nicterise. Cara squatted down.

“Hi, Gedal. Are you okay? I’m going to see your mother and calm her down if I can. Just wait, and hopefully she’ll be okay, alright? She’s having a bad time.”

“I want to see her.”

His lips were quivering, but the servants instantly shook their heads. Cara noticed his right cheek was discolored and blinked—and one pulled Cara and whispered in her ear.

“In her madness, the Queen struck Prince Gedal.”

“She what?”

“It was an accident! His Majesty was not informed. Keeper Liletrec told us to keep it quiet as he prepares the Landsreight. But Her Majesty fled—”

“She didn’t. She didn’t. I want to see her. I don’t want to go to Kaaz or Avel or Ailendamus! You’re all horrible! I hate you! I hate Liletrec! Mother!”

Gedal was screaming. The servants tried to placate him, and Cara wondered where he’d gotten Ailendamus. If they invaded…

“No one’s going to make you go anywhere. If we can. But the ghosts and Culin and Sasi are all going with you, okay, Gedal? It’s not safe here.”

“Because of the bad undead in the crypt?”

He knew what was going on and went quiet. Cara nodded.

“They’ll leave if it gets dangerous, alright? Your parents don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I hate Culin. I don’t want him to go with me.”

Gedal sulked. He and Culin were close in age, and Cara smiled at that.

“He’s not so bad.”

“I hate him. Can you take me to Mother? She needs me.”

He looked up at her, and Cara stared at him. She felt at his cheek, and he flinched. Real bruise, but it was—strange.

“Sorry. Let’s get that healed, okay? Why has no one healed it?”

The servants instantly produced potions, and apparently, it had been just this morning, and Nicterise was going insane because—Gedal grabbed Cara’s arm as the bruise faded.

“She didn’t hit me! Liletrec is wrong!”

It sounded…right. Nicterise doted on Gedal and kept away when she thought she would endanger him. Then who had hit him? Cara bent over as he tugged at her arm.

“If not her, then who did it?”

“It was…it’s a secret or someone will get in trouble. But Mother didn’t do it!”

He muttered, suddenly incredibly evasive. Which suggested he might not have a second culprit. Cara decided not to press him. She had to find Nicterise. Unfortunately, two people had found Nicterise first:

Elena and…Sasi.

——

Lady Sasi of Afiele was hiding behind Elena, shaking, as Queen Nicterise screamed. She had spit on her cheeks, her eyes were wild, and her hair and face were a mess. She looked close to snapping, but she kept herself back, pulling herself back step by step, holding onto a door frame, which cracked with the strength she was putting into it.

“Get out! Leave! I told you to go. Liletrec. LILETREC.”

The [Keeper] wasn’t here. So Nicterise tore back a step, then almost drove herself forwards, fists balled, at Elena, who was standing between the [Queen] and Sasi. She was smiling.

“Hello. I am Elena. Do you know where Sasi’s clothes are—”

“Leave!”

A scream that blew Elena’s hair back. Elena blinked.

“I am sorry. I am looking for—”

“P-please, Your Majesty! I’m sorry! I wanted to apologize!”

Sasi was stammering, terrified of the Queen of Faces. She had heard the Queen had bad seasons, but this? Nicterise’s eyes were rolling, but she caught her hand as it rose.

“—As if to strike! What madness is in me? It roils like a tempest. I have never felt this way. Is this some new season? Some great betrayal? This is more than paranoia, more than my most blasted hatred. This is rage, the kind of which Deilfec has. I wish to strike. To kill. Gedal. My son.”

She whirled, holding herself, arms shaking.

“No more. This is beyond management, beyond salvation. No more. I try and try and—”

She raised a vial and drank it, then shuddered.

“I cannot stop. Nor cease. Leave! Now!”

She snapped at the two, then stood there, shaking, as Sasi raised her voice.

“I’m sorry. Your Majesty—”

The [Lady] turned to flee, to find the ghosts, white-faced and terrified. But for Elena, who had found her in search of her clothing, Sasi would have been caught alone with Nicterise. True, she had come to apologize—and she had slipped her minders.

As proven, old Mustrec was a canny soldier and poor guardian of children. He had refused to let her go near the [Queen], so she’d escaped him. Now, she was regretting it.

“An end to these days of uncertainty. An end to failing my dark kingdom. I had not the will—no, not to tear Allorev and the rest of their heartstrings, but today, I have become the monster I feared. My son.”

Sasi didn’t know what Nicterise meant. But no one told her and Culin anyways. Without Seraphel, with Grishen arguing with the Landsreight, and without Cara, she and Culin had been in Prince Gedal and the spooky Liletrec’s company. Neither one liked it. Did she mean what Sasi was apologizing for?

No—Sasi was pulling the smiling Elena back, and it felt like the [Helpful Servant] was shielding Sasi, despite only being here searching for clothes as ordered. Nicterise was looking around, almost calm, now.

“Let it be done fast if at all. No more. Not her, nor Gedal, nor any other. I—”

She looked at her shaking hands. At Sasi, and backed away.

“I have been ever the monster the Hunter’s Guild should have slain. I see that now. So much done in my name. Fiskren. Cara. Now—”

She had such a terrible look in her gaze that Sasi stopped.

“Your Majesty?”

Then the Queen of Faces was calm, despite her shaking hands clasped together. She drew herself up slowly.

“Begone, girl. Begone, with my apologies. You should not have seen this. Your mother, Lady Risel, was kind to me when I did not deserve it. Nor the rest. Begone, and I shall put this long disgrace of Noelictus to rest.”

Sasi did not know what that meant, and she hesitated. But the [Queen] stared at her, and the girl fled a few steps, Elena following. She only stopped when she heard Cara coming. Sasi peered around the doorway.

“Cathiel Nicterise!”

Cara called ahead, and the [Queen] turned, rage and uncertainty and relief flashing across her face.

“No. Not you, not now. What are you, Cara, some specter? Just as I resolved myself, you come. Leave me.”

“Nicterise, what’s wrong? Speak to me—”

“Stay back!”

The shout made Sasi’s ears and face hurt. Something pushed her, and she fell backwards, only for Elena to catch her.

“Hello, Sasi, do you know where your clothes a—”

“Shh!”

Sasi shushed Elena, and the [Helpful Servant] shut up. It was Nicterise who spoke as Cara recoiled.

“Enough. I am sorry, Cara. You—you should not witness this. But perhaps you can tell them I have fought my years. And won sweet victories. Now—now I fear the woman I have become. I thought I had limits, but you, and Fiskren, and now Gedal. Too far. It should have been done the day I knew what I had done to you, but I was too much a coward for that.”

“Nicterise, stop. Don’t—don’t talk like that. I know you were angry at the Duke. I ran away! I went to war and crossed into Ailendamus. Anyone can be angry.”

There was Cara, reaching out to Nicterise, and the [Queen] shoved her. But lightly, so Cara only went stumbling backwards, catching herself on the wall. Nicterise laughed like a hollow person.

“You see? I nearly hurt you there! And I was trying to control—angry? Cara, I caused this incident, for which an army now marches on the Palace of Shadows! Why did I exile Duke Fiskren? And my son. My son—enough!”

She was striding away, and Sasi followed, listening to Cara shouting.

“Nicterise, wait! You were angry—talk to me about Gedal. What happened?”

“I do not remember. I never remember it. I do not know what I did or said, only when the air cleared, Liletrec was protecting my child from me. The same with Fiskren! I thought I had merely—and you? Ordering a woman’s execution for tossing wine on me? Cara, I am losing control, and I fear—”

“Nicterise! Hey, anyone, help me grab her. Stop. Stop—”

They were moving faster now as the Queen of Faces moved through her chambers towards a place she knew. Cara was grabbing at her, trying to slow the [Queen] down, but even when she tackled the other woman, she was like a child trying to slow a half-Giant.

The actual child, Sasi, ran ahead until Elena caught her.

“No. It’s bad, Sasi. Your clothes?”

This time, the [Lady of the Fields] stared up at Elena with actual suspicion. Elena’s face was moving, twitching in that smile. Sasi knew Elena was just a Helpful Servant with no will. Why did she grab Sasi?

The reason seemed—odd. So did Elena’s speech.

“Let me go. I have to go after them! Cara might get hurt!”

Elena’s hands sprang away, and Sasi whirled—then Elena grabbed her.

“I must find your clothes, Lady Sasi. Will you help me?”

She stared down at Sasi’s face, and the girl thought she saw something there. Someone…looking at her with all the will in the world. Trying to find any excuse to help the girl. Sasi spoke slowly.

“Her Majesty will never hurt me, Elena. Mother said she was a kind, troubled woman. I have to help Cara. Come with me, but don’t stop me.”

“Yes, Sasi. But your clothes—”

“I have to apologize to her! Don’t stop me! She’s upset because this is all—Culin’s fault!”

Elena’s eyes widened slightly. She looked at Sasi then, without a word, stood and followed the girl. When Sasi found Nicterise, she saw the [Queen] was struggling, Cara screaming for help. They were at the Queen’s favorite spot.

A balcony overlooking one of the courtyards. It was a very large drop. And the [Queen]—the [Queen] was trying to climb the railing.

“Let go, Cara.”

“Help. Someone help—”

There was no one around. All the servants were staying away from Nicterise, and the Palace of Shadows was deserted. Nicterise looked calm as she tried to put Cara behind her—but Cara was dragging at her, and the [Queen] was afraid she’d fall with Cara. She picked Cara up and tried to drop a couch on Cara to pin her, but the [Singer] wriggled free.

“Find Allorev! The Queen is going to—”

Her voice cut off as Nicterise put a hand on her mouth. The [Queen] gently and calmly found the easiest thing to subdue Cara: a rug. She rolled Cara up in it, and the thick, heavy fabric refused to yield as Cara punched, kicked, tried to scream—and Cathiel covered her mouth. Nicterise spoke calmly.

“Cara, I have hurt my own son. I have exiled a [Duke] of the lands. I put you to death, even if it was commuted, for a slight offense. These are not the deeds of a sane woman. Even now, I long to strike you, hit you until you are a bleeding corpse. Murder you with my bare hands.”

Cara went still, eyes wide, and Nicterise put another hand on the one holding Cara’s mouth shut.

“It courses through me, this rage. I have never felt it this bad. No matter how many calming potions Liletrec gives me—this is beyond fury. This is the feeling that makes me hide from my family. I thought if it were just feeling—it would be enough. But I have crossed the lines I swore never to touch. So. Tell them I am sorry. I would have tried the rest of my life, but not this. I will be a woman of seasons. Not a monster.”

So saying, she stood up and took a step back. Cara screamed. She shrieked, such that Sasi thought everyone in the Palace of Shadows heard it, a distress call, then screamed.

“Nicterise!”

The woman was half over the railing when Sasi ran forwards, tearing free of Elena, who had followed.

“Your Majesty! Stop! I’m sorry!”

She threw herself forwards, and Nicterise looked pained.

“Take her away, servant! Do not let her see this.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Elena pulled at Sasi’s arms, but the girl was shouting. Cara was trying to get free, and Sasi shouted. But it was wrong! No one had listened to Gedal, and she had to say it.

“It wasn’t you! Gedal’s afraid you’ll punish him, but you didn’t hit him! It was Culin!”

——

Nicterise froze—and Cara turned.

“What?”

Sasi was panting, terrified, as Nicterise’s face twisted from shock, to anger, to disbelief.

“What? No. Impossible. I—”

She put her hand to her head, and Sasi didn’t know what she recalled, but she whispered.

“It was Culin. He and Gedal were fighting because he said the ghosts of Afiele were better than the Hunters of Noelictus. Then Gedal said he didn’t know anything because he was just some [Lord] from Afiele, and Culin called you scary and said he didn’t like you. So they fought, and Culin punched Gedal on the cheek so hard he bruised up.”

“That is the dumb—what?”

Cara had gone still in the rug, slowly dragging herself out one end. Nicterise just blinked at Sasi, then laughed and looked at Cara.

“A nice trick, Cara. But I saw that boy. He had no cuts.”

“He was healed up.”

Sasi didn’t understand why Gedal had the bruise and none of the scratches he’d got from the two rolling around and fighting. She put a hand over her heart.

“I swear by Afiele’s fields, I was there, Your Majesty. I’m very sorry. I thought you’d punish Culin. That’s what she said.”

“No…no. I was told—I was in a rage, and then he was there and crying. I remember it.”

Nicterise wavered, balancing on the balcony’s edge. Sasi edged forwards, hands raised, as Elena stood there, smiling like an empty puppet, watching it all. Then Nicterise shook her head.

“Liletrec told me—you are lying, girl. Stop lying. I am resolved to it. Stop getting in the way of my last fair deed. My respite!”

Like a flash, she lost control. Sasi screamed as the [Queen]’s eyes flashed, and she leapt at Sasi, giving into the pure rage that was in her. But she never got there. Her grip ran into someone who interposed herself between Sasi and Nicterise.

Elena. The [Helpful Servant]’s feet left the ground as the [Hairdresser] smiled at Nicterise’s snarl. The [Queen] moved to throw her aside, and Elena spoke.

“I’m sorry. I can’t find Sasi’s or Culin’s clothes anywhere, Cara.”

“Elena!”

Cara was almost out of the rug, but Nicterise’s snarl was wide, and whatever reason she had left was being eroded by pure rage. She began shaking Elena, shaking the Helpful Servant around.

“Enough! Enough of this! Let me rest! Stop telling me half truths, and stop getting in my way! You wretched servant of Belavierr! I would kill you! I would kill everyone here only that I have sworn never to sink so far! I cannot trust myself any longer. So, enough—”

Tears in her eyes. The whites of her eyes. Her flaring nostrils, terror pinching the creases of her eyes, her wild hair tangling, her hands shaking—

A thousand emotions raced through Nicterise, so intense and painful they were tearing her apart. The Helpful Servant hung there, smiling—and her face was a mask. She was a simple vessel for Belavierr’s magic. A stolen soul. A conduit. Cara was pulling herself free, and Sasi was grabbing for Nicterise’s arms as Liletrec pulled her back when it happened.

Elena’s eyes opened wide, and her entire body stiffened. Nicterise shouted, then recoiled as Elena’s pupils flashed—and something pulled.

Pulled—with such intensity that the air rippled and a distortion filled the world. Like a vortex that made everything ripple.

It yanked something out of Nicterise, so fast, so sudden that the [Queen of Many Aspects] recoiled. She fell back, almost fell over the balcony, and caught herself. She slumped down as Cara tore free of the carpet at last and grabbed Elena.

“Nicterise! What—wh—”

Some of the fear that Cara herself had been feeling, the terror, desperation, and confusion, subsided as she held Elena. Not because the situation was any less precarious. But somehow, the edge of panic had become just worry. Her grief, fear, and horror at the situation lessened.

As if—as if—

As if Elena had just pulled the feelings straight out of Cara.

Same as last time. The Helpful Servant’s true function had activated. And Nicterise—Nicterise lay there, stunned, then sat up. The shaking in her voice, her wild scream, turned into a hoarse, disbelieving voice.

“She—she—she just stole my season of wrath. That Helpful Servant did.”

She pointed a shaking finger at Elena, and the young woman bowed.

“Hello, Your Majesty. I hope I did not disturb you?”

“Elena?”

Cara’s eyes were wide—then her head swung to Nicterise, and she realized the Queen of Faces was no longer shaking with emotion. She took one, huge breath, then another, and then spoke.

“It’s gone! That building fury that made me want to kill, the rage that I could barely keep a lid on! Gone! And so is my anger, my paranoia, my days of discontent. My season is ended! I’m—I’m free!”

She began laughing, feeling at her face, and it almost turned to sobs as she stared at her hands.

“But I know what I’ve done. I know—and those days will come back. Cara! Is this the answer Belavierr promised me? A lack of emotion, rather than suffering from the extremes of it?”

“Nicterise—promise me you won’t hurt yourself. Please.”

Cara held a hand out, staring at the balcony straight behind the [Queen]. Nicterise pushed herself up, but stared at the drop and shuddered.

“…No. Not now. Not now that all those feelings are gone. What a fool I was! I was happy as well as paranoid and mad with anger. I thought that was the simplest answer. Now I see it. Now I have a chance: I must address the Landsreight. Throw myself on their pity, take responsibility. Abdicate, even! If that will stop this disaster, it will be done!”

Her back straightened with purpose, and she looked heavy, but determined as she met Cara’s eyes. Here was Nicterise, unburdened of an extreme of emotion.

The same woman. But she looked so relieved, as if her head were clear, and she turned again to Elena.

“I had no notion they did that. No, I knew they stole everything, including souls, and we were bound to—but I have kept them away for fear of what they might do. She stole my very…has she stolen part of my soul?”

She was terribly uneasy, and Cara shivered.

“I don’t know. She’s my friend. Elena?”

“I am just doing what I am told, Cara. I do not know about anything else. You told me to follow orders. Maid Mariel told me to gather clothes. Lady Sasi told me not to stop her.”

Elena turned her head, but Cara and Nicterise were panting, trying to understand—Cara held a hand out.

“You didn’t hit Gedal. You heard Sasi.”

She looked around, but the girl must have run off. Nicterise nodded.

“Yes, I—I do not believe it. I have moments where I white out, Cara. The world goes blank with rage, and I come to my senses. I have had that since I was a girl, but they were just—I did not remember hitting him, but I was throwing things, and I thought—but if so—Liletrec told me I did. She showed me the bruise.”

Then, Cara’s head slowly rose, and she caught her breath.

“Wait. Liletrec said that?”

Nicterise’s eyes were moving, flitting left and right like someone reading a page, intent on something.

“Yes. She—she dotes on Gedal. She has never had a child, and she told me, often, she regretted the burdens this family put on Kadane and Seratoito. She wanted to raise Gedal in Avel, but he loves the family and even I.”

“She’s always around. Wait. You don’t remember executing me. I swear I saw you say it.”

“I do not recall. Neither that nor Fiskren.”

“What—what do you remember? Wait, did you say you got potions? Give one to me.”

Slowly, with a kind of terrible uncertainty, Nicterise handed Cara the one she’d tried to calm herself. Cara took a gulp, and Nicterise kept speaking, now with a rising sense of…denial. Denial and suddenly—

“I recall saying something to the effect of ‘I will not hurt you, though I wish to’. Trying to express my frustrations. Then, I turned and strode off.”

“No. I vividly recall you turning around.”

Nicterise blinked.

“I don’t recall that. And I truly thought I just stormed back, head filled with rage until I got to my rooms.”

“Wh-what if—I don’t know Skills. Is there magic or a Skill that lets you…[Copy Voice]? [Throw Voice]? Let someone hear something they think you said?”

“Yes. That kind of Skill would exist. Rarely. Why?”

Cara was coughing, feeling at her throat, staring at the bottle. Her hand shook—then clenched on it, and Nicterise stared at Cara’s face.

“Cara? What’s wrong?”

“I—I feel—”

Cara was trying to put to words the sudden surge of feeling in her chest. To Elena, watching, it looked like…

Fury. Cara spoke.

“I was fine. Elena drained me of a lot of emotions. Now? Suddenly? I want to hit you. My mind is racing? I don’t feel good. I feel—”

She felt frantic, suddenly. Head spinning, overwhelmed by the terror of the crypt. All the emotion she had felt, which was justifiable, was building to overload. It was so bad, Cara instantly stuck a finger down her throat and puked.

“Cara!”

Only after she emptied her stomach did Cara wipe her mouth and realize—that was incredibly stupid. Impulsive, even. What had possessed her to force herself to throw up?

The knowledge something was wrong, that alien feeling of rage, panic, and loss of control. And the feelings driving her to do something very dumb. She held the bottle out, hand shaking.

“That felt terrible. And if that was how it felt for me—”

How would it feel for someone who had difficulties already? Nicterise took the bottle, almost sipping at it before holding it away.

“No. No. It cannot be. If—if that were so? Then how much of my seasons, h-how much of…? She has been loyal all my life.”

“Did something change?”

Nicterise put a hand to her head. She stared ahead, her features firmed, and something painful emerged in her eyes.

“Gedal was so sweet when born. I remember her holding him and looking to me and asking if he would grow up like Kadane. And I had no answer. And she—the Spider’s pact grinds us all down. Allorev would never allow spies. He can root even Calanfer’s out of the court. He is a reader of faces, an expert in body language.”

“Unless he can’t see someone’s face. Unless they wear a mask.”

Both women looked at each other. Nicterise’s breakdown was coming just as Ailendamus was poised to invade. This divide in the Landsreight? Nicterise whispered through pale lips.

“I have always known we had sympathizers and traitors in court. Seratoito has ingratiated himself with them. But could it be Liletrec?”

She looked up at Cara, and then a shadow spoke. A figure appeared in a whirl of black cloth, and Liletrec, holding a terrified, struggling Sasi in her arms, hand over Sasi’s mouth, spoke. Her owl’s mask revealed a bitter smile.

“Yes, Cathiel.”

Liletrec shoved Sasi forwards as Nicterise recoiled, and the Queen of Faces caught Sasi. Nicterise opened her mouth, but Liletrec was moving. She took two steps forwards—and pushed.

The Queen of Faces had been standing on the balcony where she had been attempting to end her own life. Now she stumbled back, overbalanced, and slipped. Sasi in her arms, she fell backwards, and Cara screamed.

“Nicterise!”

Cara lunged. The [Queen] was falling, tumbling head-over-heels, and Cara saw her fling up one hand for the balcony; the other was holding Sasi, who screamed once—

Nicterise missed the railing. Cara caught her hand. The [Singer] slammed to a halt, one arm clinging to the balcony, the other holding Cathiel and Sasi as the [Lady] of Afiele shrieked, and Cara looked down, down at the drop.

Cara’s arm screamed, and she thought it dislocated—but she held on. The pain—her other arm was wrapped around a strut in the balcony, anchoring her by locking her limb into place.

But the other arm was literally holding onto a woman twice her size and Sasi, and the [Queen] had a grip so strong she was holding on, but there was no way Cara could pull her up.

“Help! H—”

She couldn’t even force air out of her lungs. Besides, the palace was virtually empty. Liletrec appeared on the edge of the balcony. An owl’s mask and an unsmiling face, staring down.

“I’m sorry, Cathiel. They promised me safety, and Gedal too. We go to Ailendamus and may this Kingdom of Shade finally be brought to light. You were never a good ruler. I have seen your seasons, but that is no excuse.”

“Liletrec! Save the child! Stop!”

Nicterise was shouting, trying to hold onto Sasi, who was clinging to her and Cara. The drop would kill them all. How many stories was it? Six? Seven?

Cara didn’t know. Her arm was tearing out of the socket, and Liletrec seemed amazed Cara was holding on. She stared down.

“Your arm is breaking, girl. Let her go.”

Cara couldn’t see it, but she felt something tearing, felt her bones trying to snap. She had never felt this kind of pain before, but she refused to loosen her arm or unclasp her hand.

“Never.”

Then she felt a shock. Something ripped, and her arm went numb, and then the pain grew worse. Nicterise made a sound.

“Cara—”

Her arm. Cara saw Belavierr pulling that needle through her arm—and saw it. But she know if it mattered. Now she was screaming, calling for help, as something snapped. The weight began to tear the flesh straight off her, and Liletrec sighed. She produced a blade.

“No chances. All three fell, and the Queen of Faces drove herself to death. Y—”

She stumbled, made a sound as Cara opened her mouth to scream and knew Liletrec was ready to stab her. But the Keeper of the Palace of Shadows didn’t raise that blade nor move. She stumbled, then tumbled over the balcony. Her masked head flashed past Cara as she fell, arms flailing, past Nicterise and Sasi, and she screamed once before she hit the ground.

The crunch stayed in Cara’s ears forever as Liletrec’s voice cut off. She hadn’t slipped. She hadn’t had time to teleport or get away. She had been pushed.

By…a young woman with shaking hands, who appeared above Cara. The [Singer] stared up.

“Elena?”

The Helpful Servant’s eyes were bleeding. They were red, and Elena’s body shook as she reached down, and her voice trembled with emotion. Real emotion. Pain.

“I b-broke the rules. I told myself s-she wouldn’t die. Like last time. Come…come on…”

Elena tried to pull at Cara, but she had so little strength in her arms. She slumped, and Cara saw her eyes running red. Elena looked down as Cara whispered.

“Neither of us are going to make it.”

Cara wished she had the time to use her new Skills, or think at all, but her arm was going. Soon, very soon, that pain would end. Below her, Nicterise spoke.

“Let go, Cara. Your arm—let go, and I’ll protect Lady Sasi.”

“Never.”

Then Cara realized her other arm was breaking. The one holding them into place crunched as the weight on her bone snapped it, and she was making no more sound. She saw Elena grab it and recoil at the pieces of flesh held on by tendons and skin and nothing more. She tried to hold—and Cara heard someone screaming below.

“Mother. Moooother!”

A voice. Cara was staring Elena in the eyes, and she saw servants now, running and screaming as they saw the [Queen] and Cara, and Elena was dying too.

“Free.”

She told Cara, and the [Singer] tried to grasp her hand.

“Don’t go—”

The hands were bloody. Elena looked down and smiled.

“You’ll make it. Three? Two…”

Her eyes unfocused. Cara screamed as her flesh tore—then she was falling, falling as Elena let go and slumped, and Nicterise’s voice was a great howl as she shouted.

“Kadane!”

Then they hit something soft, sticky, and even warm. Cara, arms broken, landed, and whatever it was slowed them, clung to her as she fell, stretching, pulling her into the giant spider’s web that clung to the courtyard below.

“Mother!”

Princess Kadane was on the ground, and the Queen of Faces twisted and wiggled, bobbling around in the web the Spider Princess had spun from her fingers. Not just her; hundreds of Dreamcatcher Spiders, including the gigantic Toxivichere, were crawling around the web. They had woven it in seconds, and Sasi uncovered her eyes and gasped as Nicterise reached down and touched her daughter’s hand.

“Blessed by Allorev’s friends. You saved us.”

Kadane stared at her mother’s smile.

“You’re not raging. What—Liletrec?”

She stared at the crumpled robes with tears in her eyes. Nicterise’s eyes were cold and pained.

“Traitor.”

“Lileterc? But—”

“Take the girl. Now. Get me out of here.”

Then Nicterise was rising, tossing Sasi down, and the spiders were chittering. But the [Queen] saw the second body in her arms and bent down.

“Potions. Healers! Now! Let me out—[Touch of Destruction]!”

She swept a hand around and tore the webbing, despite its stickiness, like she had destroyed so many rooms. She dropped, and Kadane flinched, but Nicterise landed with Cara in her grip. Kadane screamed.

“Her arms!”

“I know. Healers now, Kadane. Quickly. That Helpful Servant—Elena. Bring her!”

Nicterise called up and began running, Cara in her grip. She burst into a run, and the servants and people flooding into the palace stopped as a familiar presence dashed past them.

——

“Your Majesty?”

Duke Fiskren froze as the Landsreight halted. They had heard the commotion as they came into the palace for the negotiations and feared an ambush. When they had heard screams of a body and the Queen of Faces in the courtyard, they had feared—

When they saw Cara, they expected the worst. Seelthru backed behind his guards.

“She’s gone mad and killed the Singer! Protect us!”

“Silence! Mother!”

Seratoito strode forwards, but the Queen of Faces kept running. Fiskren put a hand on his sword’s hilt as Greina uncertainly lifted a crossbow.

“Your Majesty—”

“Out of my way. This girl is dying. By the Kingdom of Shade—move! [Aspect of Grief: Torrent of Tears].”

She pointed one hand, and dark waters burst from her finger. They washed down the corridor, knocking the Duke back. He held his ground, using his Skills to stop as a river’s torrent blasted many off their feet, sending them crashing to the sides. As quickly as it had begun, it halted.

The [Queen] charged through the stunned Landsreight and their guards, and her voice picked up urgently now. Fiskren saw her face, intent, desperate, but not poisoned as he remembered it, and heard her voice.

“[Aspect of Frenzy: Frantic Speed].”

She sped up into a blur and vanished down the corridor, long legs taking her past them. Fiskren saw one of Seelthru’s guards aiming a crossbow and kicked it out of his grip.

“Stop! That was the Queen of Noelictus. Her seasons have ended. That was—her.”

He felt like a great stranger had turned and no longer been that woman he feared and was suspicious of. Greina was wide-eyed, looking after Nicterise.

“Was that her? Father?”

“Yes. When her seasons are balanced, all her moods become her strength. That was the Queen of Faces. And that—what happened?”

He heard more cries as people followed Nicterise, and soon, the word was spreading. The Royal Keeper of Secrets, Liletrec, was dead. And Cara’s arms were broken and torn beyond relief of even healing potions. She might lose one entirely. But the Queen of Faces refused to hear of it.

——

When Cathiel Nicterise appeared in the throne room, Allorev rose in uncertainty, seeing Cara’s bleeding limbs and having heard the screams and seen his spiders racing after Kadane’s telepathic call.

“Nicterise. What have you done?”

“To her? Nothing. She held my life and refused to let go. Mine and Sasi’s. It was Liletrec who pushed us.”

“Liletrec?”

Allorev’s face turned pale, then filled with a fury Nicterise knew well. She was striding forwards, shouting.

“[Healers], I said! Can no one hear me? Allorev, the potions for the royal family!”

“Yes! Her arm!”

It was twisted and pulled out of its socket. Allorev’s hand halted over the flesh. Nicterise cursed at him.

“Allorev, pour!”

“Cathiel! I’ve seen wounds like this on the dueling grounds of Kaaz! Potions will close wounds, but they can’t undo this kind of damage! We might heal her bones wrong!”

The [Queen] hesitated. At last, palace [Healers] came racing in and took one look at Cara’s arms before trying to maneuver the flesh into the vague shape of what it should be. When she woke up, began shrieking, then passed out, one looked up grimly.

“One arm is beyond saving, Your Majesty. I serve the [Hunters] of Noelictus. If we heal it, and if it even heals, it will be mangled and useless. The muscle has been ripped off bone. I would rather remove it and give her a prosthetic.”

“Can nothing be done? What of the other healers? Is there no expert in repairing flesh?”

“I’ve only heard of a few people who can move bone and muscle around like that. A Fleshshaper of A’ctelios Salash. Maybe a [Healer] beyond compare, like the Healer of Tenbault. Not us, Your Majesty. And the other arm is so badly broken, I counsel against healing it. Or else it will have a thousand angles; we must set it, and it will likely still be broken beyond regular use.”

“Dead gods. This day has become a nightmare. She swore to help you, Cathiel! And she did! At the cost to herself. Listen. We must do something while you have the mind and will for it.”

Allorev tore himself away from Cara and turned to Cathiel with urgency, remembering the [Singer]’s plan. But the Queen of Faces bent over Cara and felt at her bloody brow.

“No. She brought me back, Allorev. Kept me from throwing myself to death, mad as I was on Liletrec’s potions designed to drive me insane. There will be a reckoning, and I will be in the horror of it later. But I will do something for her.”

“What? Your Skills cannot heal, Nicterise. Nor do we have healing relics in the vaults! We used them all ages ago!”

Maybe in some other place there was a Potion of Regeneration from the time of myths still lingering, but Allorev tore at his hair in frank despair. It was Queen Nicterise who set her jaw and turned as Kadane and Seratoito tore into the room.

“The Landsreight is holding, Mother. What is going—”

“Where is the other girl? The Helpful Servant, Elena? She was also bleeding. She pushed Liletrec to her death for us.”

“A Helpful Servant? They can’t do that.”

Elena was brought in within moments as Nicterise explained, and Allorev saw a second girl who might die in front of his eyes. Elena was bleeding, unconscious, and unresponsive. Potions weren’t working on her, and Cathiel bent down.

“Yes, the Spider’s hand be on her. I sensed one of her threads snapping Cara’s arm, her twisted strings of fate. And this one had the courage and ability to break her contract. Now, she is doomed to die. Both of them. Ridiculous. Seratoito, stall the Landsreight. Convene them and have them wait for us. Kadane, find Lady Sasi, Gedal, and Culin. Don’t tell Gedal what has happened. Clear the throne room.”

She was giving orders with the confidence and certainty that Allorev had missed of late. The Queen of Faces was still the Nicterise her family knew. When Seratoito hesitated, she shouted.

“Run, [Traitor Prince]. Run, [Princess of Sighs]!”

They ran. Queen Nicterise swept around the room, and servants went sprinting away as she shouted.

“Clear the Court of Dusk! Seal the doors! Allorev—with me. We will do all we can.”

He knew what she intended and caught her arm. The King of Hosts was serious.

“You must be joking. Cathiel, even for them, it will avail you nothing. She won’t even come!”

She tore her arm free, eyes flashing with a wrath that was entirely natural and entirely justified. Queen Nicterise stalked over to the twin thrones and sat down.

“Not for you. But I am Queen of the Land. And she has been rummaging around my Kingdom of Shade. Doubtless, she has enjoyed my incapacitation. But there are rules. When the pact holder calls, when the sovereign of this kingdom demands it—you answer. Belavierr! Come, by the Hundred Families of Terandria! Come, Spider, Witch of Webs, great temptress of every age! Come, I invoke you by your pact with me, you wretched schemer! Come, I invoke thee, or forswear all your dealings, you wretched woman.”

She raised her voice, and the Court of Dusk shook, and the spiders fled their webs overhead. The Queen of Faces sat on her throne as Allorev flinched, and the air turned dark and ominous.

The Witch had heard. She was displeased. But that was nothing to the Queen of Faces.

Nicterise sat in the fullness of her aura on her throne. And she was many moods at once, as she had ever known them. Tears stood out in her eyes as she looked down at Cara and Elena, the [Singer]’s face twisted with pain, Elena’s eyes stuck shut with blood.

The Helpful Servant was smiling. That was the cost of her freedom, and she smiled as she died. Nicterise’s face was a mask of fury at Liletrec, at this [Witch], at herself. And yet her heart was light with relief.

It was not I after all.

She was shocked with betrayal at Liletrec, uncertain, and yes, afraid, a mortal pit of fear in her as a glowing eye opened in the floor. But if the [Witch] expected to find a smiling King of Hosts trying to negotiate with her, it was not so.

Nicterise sat with raging flames surrounding her on the floor, hot fires, while winds whipped the air and cold rain turned to steam. Her aura. Emotions made manifest.

But weather was such a weak example of her powers. The uncontrolled, the simple. She took a breath and concentrated, then slowly lifted a hand to her face.

Nicterise put a hand to her face, and for a second, it seemed she had removed her face. Yet it was just a glowing mask of rage that scowled down, losing details until it just became a scowling symbol, like one of Cara’s emojis that had terrified Idelt and Violetta so much.

A scowling mask, which Nicterise aimed with her hand. She flicked it down, and the glaring mask’s eyes flashed. It hung in the air, and the burning gaze turned the air to fire, igniting everything it saw in a ray of heat that began to melt part of the Court of Dusk.

That stare caught the Witch of Webs as she rose from her stairway in the center of that open eye. Belavierr blinked—then frowned as flames burst over her black dress, turning to wisps of smoke.

Flames hot enough to set a forest to fire. Allorev had seen Nicterise use her mask of rage trick only a few times before. He froze, and Belavierr’s eyes narrowed.

She met the gaze of that glaring mask made of pure aura as she stepped into the Court of Dusk. The heat emanating from it intensified, and the stones in the court turned cherry-red, the paint peeling away and smoking upwards—then Belavierr’s orange eyes glowed.

The mask exploded. The Stitch Witch’s eyes swung slowly to the throne, and the Queen of Faces rose. The two locked gazes, and a tempest arose in the middle of the room. Allorev, shielding Cara and Elena with his body and his own aura, saw a twister rise as hot and cold air met. It whipped away, and only then did Nicterise spit down at Belavierr.

“Witch.”

“Woman. You summon me at your peril. I am not lightly invoked.”

Belavierr’s tone was not dispassionate. She was displeased, and her eyes flashed to Elena with real annoyance, to Cara with a kind of satisfaction, and then to Allorev with that blank stare he was used to.

But Nicterise—Nicterise annoyed Belavierr. Where Allorev flattered and cajoled, the Queen of Faces challenged. It had been over a decade since they last had met, but this—

This was as Allorev remembered it.

Cathiel Nicterise arose slowly, eyes narrowed with pure dislike.

“Do I summon you at your inconvenience, oh legendary Witch of Webs? You are one half of this pact, and I am the other. I am the soul of this kingdom, and if I so call, you come. Do you dislike being called like the lapdog to be heeled to this contract as you are? Then you should not have made it.”

“So speaks the changing face of the Kingdom of Shade. You bark well for one who regains her nature once every twinned moons. Have you killed your traitor? I thought she would trick you and steal your young. Such birds of prey often do.”

Belavierr’s smile was mocking, and Allorev’s face chilled as he clenched his fists. She knew about Liletrec? Of course. She knew everything, it seemed sometimes.

Cathiel’s head jerked as she glared at Belavierr, then she jerked her head at Cara.

“This is your doing, isn’t it? I espied your magic, Witch. Undo it. Save her arms. And undo this curse on your other servant.”

Belavierr crept across the floor, and Allorev held his breath. Would she actually do anything? The woman was as tall as Nicterise, and her huge hat lowered as her eyes gleamed, the orange rings inspecting both Cara and Elena. Her smile was ugly and satisfied.

“My. I see my thread of fate has come to pass. And as for this…naughty girl. I do not know this [Singer], but my handiwork is familiar. The other is a servant who broke my rules once, accidentally. Twice, by her little will. Now, I have no more use for her.”

“Heal both. I know it is a simple task for you, Witch. Consider it a mark of esteem. Your meddling has caused both’s injuries.”

Nicterise thundered, and Belavierr raised her head.

“No. I have no agreement to do so, nor desire. If you would take my services, pay me. Ten ghosts. Per arm. I will not sell my servant.”

Her smile was twisted as Cathiel strode forwards, but Allorev grabbed his wife. Even when her seasons had passed, she and Belavierr warred. However—

“Cathiel, be careful. Remember how previous encounters have gone.”

Cathiel stopped, and Belavierr smiled, then regarded Allorev.

“Hello, rulers of Noelictus paired. The one who speaks softly was more pleasant, if I recall. When your face is that of masks, you are fierce, ruler of Noelictus. But neither temporary image of you has aught I truly want, nor means to compel.”

She seemed to enjoy the [King] and [Queen]’s stares of impotent hatred. Nicterise strode forwards until she was almost into Belavierr’s shadow.

“Name your price for healing them. I know you have taken told and artifacts.”

“I will take only my said price. I do not sell my Helpful Servants.”

“I shall put the wrath of Noelictus on you, Witch.”

“You may try. Your Guildmistress shall suffer it. I cannot feel a thing.”

Oh, she was enjoying this. Cathiel’s hands flexed, and Allorev feared they might come to blows after all. Yet Nicterise was, in some ways, better than he at riling Belavierr, if not actually getting what she wanted.

“I shall tear apart our contract and damn Noelictus. We stand on the precipice! But I will have you bound by every Hunter in this palace.”

Belavierr’s smile winked out.

“You threaten me at your peril, woman. Breaching my contract—”

“Noelictus stands at three flashpoints, Witch. Do you think the Hundred Families cowered before you? Bring your wrath, and they shall bring you to ground at last, Spider. Flush you from your lair. I will watch all your plans of a decade fall to ruin. Just as I watched your daughter leave. For all my faults, I have ever been the better mother.”

Allorev’s mouth was a giant ‘O’ as Belavierr slowly recoiled. Her eyes narrowed to slits, and he thought that insult, of all of them, had struck hard. Slowly, the [Witch] pointed at Elena.

“That girl’s life shall end over the next month, each day in suffering more and more until she dies. You have no means to save that [Singer]’s arms. No magic. She shall lose that arm, and the other will never move properly if you keep it.”

She wore the ugliest of smiles, and Cathiel raised a hand to strike her. Allorev shouted.

“If there is nothing you will do or say, then know our contract will break, Witch of Webs!”

He threatened her, and Belavierr turned disinterested eyes his way.

“Then I shall wait and make a pact with the next ruler of this land who desires my aid. It shall be expensive indeed, for the bodies rise without number. Perhaps even the [Warlord] under this very throne room, who dreams only of death. Goodbye, ruler of Noelictus. Until next we meet.”

She tipped her hat to them, slowly, and began to walk towards that portal back to her lair. Nicterise and Allorev stood there, thinking of a way to compel her, and the Queen of Faces’ fists were clenched. But for all that had been done—they could not stop the Spider by force or will, or defeat her in any way.

Yet someone did speak into the scuttling silence with a quavering, determined voice.

“I s-say! Excuse me! I would like to, um, bring up a topic before you go! A breach of contract! I believe there are penalties for that.”

Belavierr froze, and King Allorev’s heart leapt, and Nicterise’s head turned. She blinked—and a terrified [Princess] hid behind Ser Dalimont as Princess Seraphel of Calanfer advanced.

“What.”

Belavierr slowly turned, and when her eyes found Seraphel, they narrowed.

“I barely recall you. A [Princess] of no kingdom I know, the one who was so noisy. I have no contract with you. Begone.”

The word echoed, and dust and the air swept across the room, but Nicterise slashed, dissipating it. Ser Dalimont held up a shield, and Seraphel stuttered, waving something from behind him.

“I know that! I am no fool, Witch of Webs! If that is how I address you! But I do have a contract with you and Noelictus, and I call you to account for breaking the terms you yourself agreed to! You are in breach, and I call for the immediate annulment of the contract or negotiation and clarification!”

Allorev was stunned. He had often dreamed of it, but he had never dared to actually call Belavierr on any terms—because she’d never broken any! He looked at Seraphel, worried, because Belavierr’s face had grown more twisted and less Human with each sentence.

“My contract? You claim I have broken—ha. Hahaha. Go ahead, [Gloomy Princess]. Tell me where I have erred. And if you are wrong, I will come after you with no reason but my grudge. And I have little end to my time nor malice.”

Seraphel was shaking as Allorev moved to shield her from Belavierr’s presence. Nicterise joined them, and Seraphel stopped trembling and called out.

She was still terrified, but her eyes were alight with—something reassuring to Allorev. It was courage, bravery, and the will to help Cara. But more than that? It was the knowledge she had Belavierr dead to rights. How? It occurred to Allorev, then—that she really was Reclis and Ielane’s child.

“I believe you will find, Witch of Webs, that you have committed an egregious breach of contract! I cite Clause 5, which, enumerated simply, guarantees a number of agreements regarding your anonymity, right to practice your ‘craft’, which is very ill-defined, and other protections for both parties!”

“And?”

Belavierr waited, like a monster ready to pounce as Seraphel licked her lips.

“—and the guarantee that your servants shall never, in any means, harm the royal family! I note the loophole for any injuries incurred in the course or scenarios around defending their life, but even so, you have very clearly and openly broken that promise.”

Allorev had no idea what she was talking about. Someone had harmed one of the royal family? Gedal? Kadane? It wasn’t him or Cathiel. He began to get worried. Was this some trick? If Kadane had been part of trying to trick a Royal Guard—wait, did Seraphel think Liletrec was an agent of Belavierr?

She wasn’t. She was probably hired by Ailendamus to turn traitor. And Belavierr’s smile said she thought Seraphel was dead wrong.

“Impossible. My Royal Guard has not injured any, even in the course of clearing undead from the crypts. You are wrong, little [Princess], and I shall claim the fullness of my—”

“Oh? Oh? Am I wrong? Well, did your Helpful Servant, Elena Othonos, not steal Her Majesty’s season of wrath less than an hour ago? She sucked the emotions straight out of Queen Nicterise! Stealing her very essence! Her nature!”

The Stitch Witch froze. Allorev whirled, and Nicterise laughed with delight.

“She did! That was what brought me to normality! My emotions!”

Belavierr paused for a long moment, not to look up or ponder. She just stopped. Then she responded, voice quicker now and still without emotion, but Allorev felt, distinctly—

Unsettled.

“That—is not harm. You are referring to one of my Helpful Servants I released to that [Singer]’s care. She was not impairing the Queen of Noelictus in any way. Indeed, she benefited from it.”

“Aah. An interesting point.”

Like a trained debater, which she was, Seraphel lifted a finger as if she were arguing this in court. She looked to Dalimont, who gave her a reassuring look and held up a notecard. Seraphel blinked at it and nodded.

“You are asserting that the taking of emotions does not constitute harm. But this is the property of Queen Nicterise. In its concept, is theft not a harm? If it is not, I might take your hat from you without harm. That is my first assertion to your claims. Secondly, emotions are a very valuable, nay, integral part of existence. Their lack is harmful. Changing someone’s emotions against their will is harmful.”

“It is a feeling, and she harvested them as she was meant to do! A changed feeling is not a blow or scratch!”

Belavierr grew defensive, and Seraphel folded her hands.

“Indeed? Well, if that is the case, then I suppose any changed emotion is not ‘harm’? So if I, for instance, were to tell my father I wished him dead, that is not harmful? It seems to be a stretch to declare ‘emotions’ harmless. If that is the case, why were they taken? If that is the case, you would not mind returning every emotion and feeling you have ever taken? Because if they are not valuable, in any meaningful sense of the word, your contract under Clause 8 regarding them loses the validity of transactions since your craft is not doing anything of material value and is therefore worthless.”

The Stitch Witch was staring at Seraphel now, staring in the way of someone thinking long and hard.

“That child was not one of mine servants. She was relinquished—”

“—Under contract, still—”

“Out of my control.”

“If she was out of your control, why is she suffering the penalty for disobedience?”

The [Witch] paused. Her eyes flickered as Seraphel bounced on her toes, like someone ready to jab or counterpunch.

“Her own will—”

“Clause 2! If the rulers of Noelictus are responsible for the Hunter’s Guild’s actions, then you are also responsible for the actions of your servants, regardless of their will! I propose that in light of these offenses, the contract either be annulled pending negotiations of both claimants’ rights and obligations, or a remedial fee be offered by the offending party!”

Seraphel was panting, but she looked triumphant. Belavierr hissed, and the [Princess] took a step behind Dalimont, but Allorev let out his breath in a rush.

“I think that’s only fair. It wouldn’t do for someone to spread rumors that the Stitch Witch refused to honor her deals. It might be…bad for business.”

For one second, that orange, immortal stare made him afraid, but then Belavierr stopped—and the most uncanny, disconcerting, forced smile appeared on her face.

“That would not be necessary. I am prepared to offer a small boon for this minor perceived offense. Whether or not it has occurred, we shall let the matter rest. For that child’s healing?”

She stared at Cara, and Nicterise thundered.

“For both their healing and Elena Othonos’ life.”

Belavierr pursed her lips.

“No. For both’s healing and the continued service of—”

“Witch. The [Princess] has you to rights. Would you like to renegotiate the entire contract? You have breached it.”

It was a bluff. Allorev doubted they could force the entire contract over on Seraphel’s terms. He almost wanted to try, but they had no time, and Seraphel didn’t look certain. But it worked. Belavierr paused, screwed her face up, and spoke.

“I will allow that one to leave my service for the memories of—”

“For nothing, Belavierr. Swear you will do nothing but heal them in the truest spirit of the word by your craft and daughter and hat. Or we will negotiate further. Then swear you will leave Elena Othonos alone and never harm her in any way.”

Nicterise leaned forwards, and Belavierr’s eyes flashed.

“Or what, Cathiel Nicterise?”

“Or we shall end this contract now, and damn everything.”

It would probably mean their deaths, but oh, what a glorious thing to say to the Witch of Webs. Slowly, every-so-slowly, Belavierr’s fake smile turned into a snarl. Her hands writhed, and she stood there—before she whispered.

“I dislike being forced into anything, Queen of Noelictus. You may force me because I am not inclined to risk your foolishness for my plans. Yet I shall remember this. I have never cared since our pact has lasted to my benefit. Now? Now, it seems I should take an interest in our negotiations.”

Her eyes swung to Allorev, and he felt a chill run down his spine.

“You have been attempting to negotiate for fruitless years, King of Noelictus. You have your wish. My negotiations are that of legend.”

She wore such an ugly smile that he felt like they had crossed a point of no return. But they had always been there, and Cathiel pointed.

“Honor your word, Witch. Then get gone from my palace.”

The Witch of Webs turned one baleful eye onto Cathiel, then looked at Seraphel. To the [Princess], she said only this:

“Well done, little girl.”

She leaned forwards as she produced a thread to mend Cara’s arms. She leaned forwards as Ser Dalimont tried not to retreat, and she whispered.

“I will remember your name. My foes have known only misery.”

Seraphel du Marquin threw her head back and met Belavierr’s eyes. Her voice trembled in a very unheroic way, but she did force the words out.

“Well. I suppose I’ve always been your enemy, then, Witch of Webs. Do your worst! But keep your promise. I can only dream of better days.”

Belavierr met her gaze—then turned away in disgust. She bent over Cara and produced a shimmering thread. Gently, annoyed, but with all the skill in the world, she slowly began to sew. Pulling muscle and skin back together and tying it off with knots.

When the [Singer] opened her eyes, Elena Othonos was sitting up and holding her head in her lap. Elena was crying. She was sobbing to pieces as Nicterise and Allorev held each other, smiling.

She was crying, and it was glorious.

——

Something was happening in the capital. But what?

It could be terrible. It might be glorious.

The fate of Noelictus was hanging in two places, twinned blades poised to fall. Either Menorome or Ovela would be where it fell. To the second place, a ghost flew across the dark skies, from dusk into dawn.

Ser Dalius left Cara, left the Palace of Shadows behind as he and his tireless company flew to Ovela. They did not hide their presence: they streaked through the night skies, a hundred pale figures flying over Noelictus’ citizens, who looked up with fear and awe.

His conscience cried out that he was in the wrong place, but his heart told him he had to go. A strange contradiction.

The Landsreight, the Royal Crypt—that was a war the ghost could not fight. One was a matter for the living, and he had sworn not to kill his countrymen. And the other?

He feared that Warlord Vrek. Feared the Revenant might be able to command him or corrupt him just like the soul of the man himself had been. Ser Dalius had been defeated once by a [Necromancer]; the thought of being turned into a weapon to destroy Noelictus was terrifying to him.

No. He trusted to the Hunters to hold that line. Dalius flew to fight by the side of Arteis, for all they had philosophical differences. They were, in the end, both warriors, and neither one could ignore the truth:

Ailendamus was vast. They had seen the figures of how many soldiers they could bring to bear.

Two hundred ghosts? Assuming this was a full-scale invasion, they would have to split up, one ghost every mile, to try and stem a full-scale onslaught. The Baron of House Ecte could literally flood forwards, rush his troops past the ghosts faster than they could be killed. It might be at terrible cost, and Dalius doubted any sane commander would try for it.

Yet he was greatly worried this Kingdom of Glass and Glory had more tricks up their sleeves. They had managed to halt even Arteis’ attack, and she was the mightiest of them all.

It took the ghosts only one day to reach Ovela. An army would take far, far longer, but the ghosts flew at the speed of a galloping horse, and they did not slow. Depending on what was going on in Menorome, Dalius imagined news, much less reinforcements, might be as much as a week behind, even in an emergency.

At the very least, he calculated that the army would be able to send mounted forces within two days if they had not set out already. Troops at fastest march within three or four. Functionally, it meant his ghosts would be the last to arrive to defend the Ovelian Keep.

The only other force capable of moving at speed was Hunters, and they were busy fighting in the crypt. When Dalius came to a halt in the dark skies and saw, in the distance, the Hammer of Ovela firing nonstop, glowing bolts launching from the keep, he knew his decision had been correct.

“Tombswarden! The keep is already under siege! It looks like Ailendamus is fording the river; they must be trying to slow the advance. Do we attack?”

Chevalier Dumosca lifted her sword, turning to him for orders. The ghosts stirred, but Dalius’ vantage gave him an amazing view of the landscape below. He slashed the air with his hand, voice authoritative.

“No. We are not some ragged force of untrained fighters, nor can even this Kingdom of Glass and Glory take the Ovelian Keep in moments. See how they’re advancing? We have time. We must coordinate any defense with Paladin Arteis and the Twins.”

He pointed at what they could all see: shimmering columns of steel, from above looking like the heads of some great serpent, fording the river over bridges and some crossings, piercing into Noelictus despite the Hammer of Ovela’s fire.

“So many. Tens of thousands; nay, this may be a proper army. Look how many there are. And I see none of the Kingdom of Shade’s forces. They’re all trapped in Menorome! The Twins cannot match these numbers.”

Another ghost groaned. Dumosca turned to Dalius urgently.

“It is clear we must hold the keep. Do we sortie with Arteis if she flies forwards? She is the sword.”

“Then we are the shield. No, we will hold the Ovelian Keep’s walls. A hundred of us could do it. We may not be able to halt this advance, but we can bleed them costly! They will fail to take the keep—and if they should pour forwards, we will defend House Ladel and Afiele. Not one foot will be taken onto our soil. Come. If we do not see Arteis’ light, she has not taken to the field yet!”

So they dropped out of the air, streaking down like comets. The ghosts of Afiele descended through the smog of campfires, out of the darkness, and Dalius realized it was early morning. Dawn, soon. The Baron had decided to begin his attack at dawn. It would be light, by Noelictan standards, good visibility for fighting.

However, why was Arteis not leading the charge? Dalius expected to see her terrible light turning thousands of soldiers to ash. He realized, as he descended, that the soldiers of Ailendamus could see him.

An armored column of men and women wearing heavy steel, marching with pikes and crossbows, a modern force far heavier than Noelictus’ own soldiers, halted and looked up as Ser Dalius flew past them. They cried out in fear and aimed their pikes at the ghosts, yet he could see the terror on their faces.

So they knew they might fight ghosts. He felt sympathy for the mortals. How did you steel yourself to face a foe who could ignore all but an enchanted blade? Who had come back from death itself to fight? He alone could destroy those relatively low-level [Soldiers].

Still, they did not break and run. After all they had seen and heard, Veteran Hunters and ghosts, he expected even a well-trained force would falter. That they were coming suggested their morale was boosted by something.

As Dalius got within a hundred feet of the ground, one of his company cried out.

“[Dangersense]! Take evasive action!”

The ghosts scattered, looking around for hostile spells or incoming arrows. But none flew up at them, and Dalius felt a crawl on the back of his hands as he drew his greatsword. He didn’t have the same Skills, but an animal instinct made him don his helmet and call out.

“Be wary! There must be one foe yet who can match us. I sense a champion.”

He swiveled around and realized the Hammer of Ovela had stopped firing a second. Then the ghosts dodged, and two dozen arrows, each from a different location, arched over the sky. Ailendamus was firing back!

Dalius almost flew towards the Greatbows to dismantle them, but after a second volley, he saw the arrows cease. The Hammer of Ovela was silent, and one of the ghosts, a [Ranger] with a bow, shouted down to him, shielding her eyes against the rising sun.

“Dalius! I can see the Baron advancing! The Twins seem ready to meet him just outside the Ovelian Keep! It must be his vanguard they wait for. Perhaps a final parlay? Or a challenge to single-combat? I see the light of our fellow ghosts there as well!”

“Ah. Arteis must be waiting for the heart of his army. Slay the leader and an army loses all its Skills. Their nerve and coordination might break in a single blow.”

It still didn’t quite explain why she wasn’t attacking at this moment. The lack of any more projectiles spoke to a ceasefire that greatly benefited Ailendamus’ crossing. The Ovelian Keep did not want to trade fire with two dozen Greatbows that could hammer them and were spread out.

Good tactics, basic strategy, was for the ghosts to fly out and lay waste to the artillery, allowing the Hammer of Ovela to extract a terrible toll before Ailendamus was even in position.

Yet, as Dalius scanned the ground, he sensed exactly what was keeping Arteis in the keep.

There was something, someone out here that caused even his memory of flesh to chill. It reminded him of battles he had fought in life, of seeing a great warrior on the field and hesitating.

“If I sense the foe, does that mean this modern era has warriors to match even we ghosts?”

He wondered aloud, and the other ghosts hesitated. Not a single one felt safe, and that unease made Dalius lift a hand.

“To the Ovelian Keep. We will not disturb a ceasefire.”

They began skimming over trees and the ground below, wary, but assured of their safety when the troops of Ailendamus just pointed them out but didn’t immediately attack. Then, Dalius realized he was being watched.

It had been difficult, with so many soldiers on the ground, to tell where his sense of unease was coming from. There were countless [Knights], many marching like common foot soldiers, bearing the mark of the Order of the Hydra. More were riding, those glass-armored Drell Knights that Ser Dalius regarded as the cream of the crop.

He noted, with distinct unease, that many were carrying golden armaments, gold shields, and luminescent blades. One of his ghosts cursed.

“They’re armed with Truegold. No wonder Arteis refuses to sortie! They have ghost-killing blades! Hundreds of them!”

The confidence of the ghosts of Afiele drained palpably. Dalius’ voice was tight.

“All the more reason for us to be here. We will have to choose our battles carefully or avoid those warriors. I will expect arrows of the same. Be very careful to avoid them.”

The ghosts kept flying, now fully on-guard, as they saw the Baron’s banners heading straight for the Ovelian Keep.

Then he realized they were being followed. At last—Dalius glimpsed one of the figures that provoked the crawling down his spine.

——

A [Knight] was sitting on horseback, watching the ghosts fly past as they leaned on the pommel of their horse’s saddle. They had been holding still, but their position on the top of a hill had meant they could ride on the ghosts’ flank if they had chosen to descend and engage the [Soldiers] in battle.

The figure was wearing black armor, tinged with venomous hints of purple and green, but so faintly that they appeared one color from afar. It was an oddly disturbing look for a warrior of honor; it reminded Dalius of the colors of a snake or poison.

Then again, Ailendamus had the Order of the Hydra. This foreign Knight-Order was far darker than the bright Order of the Hydra, who wore a lighter purple armor and beautiful, gleaming mint green on their armors, polished bright.

The only thing Dalius saw on the [Knight]’s armor, and the company of two dozen accompanying them, was the crest of Ailendamus and their Order’s sigil on their arm.

It looked…like a dying flower twined with vines he realized were snakes. He had never seen such an ominous crest, and the ghost slowed as he saw the entire group save one were wearing the same armor.

“A third Knight-Order? How many does one Kingdom have?”

Chevalier Dumosca slowed, and the [Knight]’s head turned to face Ser Dalius. All the figures on horseback had their visors down and were covered head-to-toe in plate armor. Their horses wore metal barding, and Dalius saw they were prepared for the fray.

However, their leader drew Dalius’ eye. That they wore mostly identical armor was no issue; their leader sat next to an unarmored man with white hair, who was leaning on his horse as if in pain, but his eyes were wide, unsettling, though Dalius could not say why in that moment, and he was grinning at the ghosts. Without fear.

The [Knight] who sat next to that man was covered in something odd. Trails of fabric. No—Dalius slowed as the figure turned their head and realized they were—talismans?

Trails of long fabric, ribbons he might have said, but wide, pale white, and covered, he now saw, with ink. The wind picked up as the [Knight] met his gaze, and Dalius saw these odd banners blowing across their armor where they hung. A few caught the air, and one flew into the sky. Dalius slowed, caught one, and read what they said.

Calicor Enderne, [Soldier].

Thiamine Enderne, [Archer].

Eitnes Treesung, [Archer].

Letf Inderaing, [Captain]…

He didn’t know what they were at first, then he saw how the handwriting of each was different. Ironically, the ghost still took a second before he whispered.

“Names of the dead.”

They had to be. The [Knight] was carrying lists of the dead, wrapped around their armor. The grudges of everyone killed by Arteis or in the war or by the Veteran Hunters.

Dalius had never heard of this tradition, but he guessed whomever this was—they had been entrusted with the wills of Ailendamus’ deceased. The Kingdom of Glass and Glory, mourning their fallen.

Such was their right. But the ghost of Noelictus lifted his gaze, and a spark of ire flashed from his eyes. Whomever this was, they had come into his lands bearing the names of their dead. What of Noelictus’ children?

The other [Knights] surrounding this leader, nay, this Great Knight of Ailendamus, for that was who they surely were, reacted to the regard of the ghosts by reaching for their swords. One produced a vial and began to coat a gleaming golden blade with what Dalius assumed was—poison. The dark liquid dripped onto the sword, but their leader raised a hand.

“We met at the keep, ghosts. I will be your end. In the name of the Order of the Thirsting Veil, I challenge your champions.”

She called out, and it was a she, Ser Dalius realized. The visor flicked up, and he saw a woman’s face. Then the other [Knights] lifted their visors, and he realized they were all women.

An all-female Knight-Order? He had heard of the thing, and he had known an all-male Order but never seen the opposite. Poison seemed to be their motif. Ser Dalius descended as the small group of two dozen [Knights] tensed.

“Who addresses me? I am Ser Dalius of the Order of Shadowed Blooms. You are bold to trespass so openly. Much less claim my end.”

The Great Knight looked up, and he caught a flash of two violet eyes before she lowered her visor. Then she lifted a hand, and he felt the air change as she clenched her fist.

Her aura made the grass rot around her. No, not just rot: the pale grass withered and died. He recoiled from the sense of—poison. She felt like venom, like a twisting snake, and he heard Dumosca’s voice rise in outrage.

Yet she hesitated from attacking. For the Great Knight replied in a voice like steel.

“I am Great Knight Eclizza of House Shoel. You address me, ghost, and Lord Uziel, also of House Shoel. We are the gleaming blade of the Kingdom of Glass and Glory. You will never find finer warriors in your life or death. Which one of you tried to burn the Forest of Fithea?”

Her gaze swung between the ghosts, and Dalius answered, jaw tight.

“That would be Paladin Arteis. She does not stand with us.”

The Great Knight nodded once.

“That one has no honor. I am sworn to kill her, first of all, in single-combat. We shall settle this then, ghosts. If you have the nerve for it.”

Dalius didn’t dignify that with a reply as the ghosts cried out in outrage. Single combat? They must be confident if they were going to try to send their champions against Arteis. Dalius looked away from Great Knight Eclizza. He was staring at the white-haired figure next. A stranger who didn’t even have armor on. Enchanted clothing, perhaps, but he looked frail compared to his companions.

Yet he gave Dalius the same prickles as the Great Knights. Worse, perhaps. It was the same sense he got from Rolare, actually. The man carried a single blade, and Dalius was hovering in the air dozens of feet away, yet he felt threatened.

His eyes were all wrong, too. Dalius realized with a shock the eyes had multiple pupils and irises. Two were stuck together, and he saw one pointing in the air and another staring straight ahead.

“What is he? Part Gazer? I’ve never seen eyes like…a defect in birth?”

Even the ghosts seemed uneasy at that smiling man’s regard. The Order of the Thirsting Veil didn’t seem to appreciate their scrutiny of whomever this was. And the Great Knight—lifted a hand.

She took off and began riding towards the Ovelian Keep. Her company surged after her, riding like a breeze downhill. Dalius thought she never took her eyes off him, but she clearly didn’t fear him attacking from above.

The audacity almost made him want to try, but he sensed it. She was dangerous.

“Did she say single combat? She must be mad.”

“Mayhap. The opportunity to rid Ailendamus of their Great Knights in front of their army would be tempting. I shall do battle if it comes to it. Ser Roec is the best duelist of us. The three of us will fight this Dame Eclizza and her like.”

Ser Dalius flew back up and continued back to the Ovelian Keep as the Great Knight and her Thisting Veil Knights rode there. Now, he saw Baron Digneral himself.

The [Baron of the Mirror Lands] was marching with a vanguard of his soldiers armed with their mirror-shields, hundreds of Drell Knights, and nigh on a thousand Knights of the Hydra on foot. Behind him, Greatbows were being set up, and Dalius’ stomach twisted as he saw the army halt within a mile of the Ovelian Keep.

“They have too much of an advantage. The Twins must be insane to let them get so close!”

“If he demands a duel—they cannot sortie out and meet him. If they are attacked, they’ll be destroyed. This is foolhardy. Only one woman would agree to this.”

There she was, hanging in the air over the walls of the keep, flanked by two figures who raised their halberds as they saw the other ghosts and cheered. Dalius’ teeth ground together.

“Arteis! What are you doing?”

The [Paladin] had been kneeling in the air. She had planted her sword in the very firmament of the air, as if she were on solid ground. Meditating? No, there was another, old word for what she was doing.

Praying? Dalius knew the word, but only as an abstract. The gods were dead. Yet Arteis had clasped a fist to her chest, and she looked up, eyes gleaming bright, like a glorious dawn, like the charge of men and women about to die, like wrath and fire.

“Dalius. I knew you would come. For all we differ, we are still beloved and love Noelictus. How fares Cara? The capital?”

“I do not know. The Landsreight was in open defiance. The crypt…the Hunters are holding there, but I did not wish to chance corruption. I thought I would be best used here, and it seems I was right. What madness is this? Single combat?”

Dalius saw the Twins looking up at him, but the two ghosts were speaking covertly. Arteis smiled beatifically, but her eyes flashed.

“I would have put traitors to death. Whichever I found. We may need that army if we do not send Ailendamus fleeing in droves within the hour.”

“I saw no traitors. Just men and women on both sides. My people.”

Dalius spat back. Arteis shrugged, unmoved.

“Then I believe you, Dalius. It does make one struggle, to judge one’s kin. Far easier to take a blade to the unworthy. Have you seen their numbers?”

“Yes! They will pour over Ovela. The keep will not last a week! Perhaps not a day, if they take the walls in those numbers.”

The Twins stirred; they could not be blind to the odds, but they looked to Arteis, and Lady Piral called out.

“Even now, the Landsreight and crown are too busy fighting amongst themselves to stand for Noelictus! Lacking the army, Ser Dalius, we did the only expedient thing. Dame Arteis challenged the Baron of House Ecte to send his champions forth! She will, in view of his army, slaughter Ailendamus’ finest and, if they have the nerve, kill him and any other as well!”

“Ser Roec is the second champion. I had left the third for you. I have been told three Great Knights take the field. I am minded to take all three on myself, but I will not deny you the honor of glorious combat, Tombswarden.”

She was mad. Ser Dalius shook his head.

“Do you not see their blades? They wield Truegold. We can bleed and die, Arteis. This is foolhardy. Your attack was blunted once!”

“Yes. By a ‘Magistrate Fithea’. I do not see her. Nor do I expect to be beaten in single-combat, Dalius. My powers work the more grouped up my foe is. If they attack, I will turn Digneral and his entire vanguard into ash.”

Her Skill could incinerate vast swaths of an army. Dalius knew Arteis was largely correct, but he was remembering how to sweat.

“This hinges on your superiority. I have laid eyes on Great Knight Eclizza, and I am not so certain.”

“Then I shall be her end. She seems mightiest of the three. The other Great Knight is Gilaw, a fierce warrior. I am told a third Great Knight makes their way here. Have some nerve, Dalius! We are defending our home.”

“Nerve is not insanity.”

She ignored him. She was so supremely confident that Dalius regretted ever letting her split from the others. But—he could not deny—

He doubted he could best her. He wondered if anyone mortal could.

——

A [Paladin] hung in the air, looking down on the Baron, and even Digneral shuddered, and his troops gazed up and flinched as she lifted a sword overhead.

From her could come a light that had burned hell itself. Arteis slowly floated downwards, and yet, Digneral held his ground. He had come to see her end. Even ghosts could die. So his army advanced as the Twins rode out of their keep, cheering as if they had already won. Ser Dalius descended with Ser Roec, and the ghosts filled the air behind them as the mortals looked on and trembled.

Yet for all the pounding in his heart, Digneral did not run. For their son, Ailendamus had sent their own legends.

“Twins of Ovela! We shall settle this matter now. Surrender and you will be treated as prisoners of honor, I swear on Ailendamus’ name.”

Digneral roared across the gap, and he heard jeers from Fallien and Piral. Fallien shouted over his sister.

“Surrender? Run back with your tail between your legs as last time, Digneral! The dead fight for Ovela! We—”

He cut off as Arteis rose a foot into the air and spoke. She addressed Digneral, but also the soldiers surrounding the Ovelian Keep from three sides. She had allowed them to come close without a care in the world.

She looked as terrible as he remembered. So calm, so confident it made his skin grow clammy. Arteis rose up and called out, voice strident.

“Soldiers of Ailendamus. Men, women, of whatever species you be. You are brave. Look upon me and know I am Paladin Arteis of the Dawn Patrol. I have set foot onto Rhir’s hell and burned it. When your Baron orders you to attack, flee. If you do not, you shall be ash within this hour. My light has no mercy nor end.”

She glowed, and Baron Digneral felt his skin prickle and burn. He shielded his face, flinching, and he sensed even his most battle-hardened veterans shifting. Yet he refused to run. Visophecin had said the ghosts would be dealt with. Digeneral drew his Truegold blade and shouted.

“No ghost nor any other being can defeat the Kingdom of Glass and Glory! In the name of Ailendamus, give way or perish! We fear not any foe! The Great Knights of Ailendamus will best these spirits in single-combat. Then we will take the Ovelian Keep and vanquish Noelictus’ army of death forevermore!”

His soldiers roared at his voice, and the ground around the Ovelian Keep quaked with their stamping feet as they thrust their fists into the air. Hydra Knights, roaring and facing the dead of Noelictus without fear. Brave, mortal men and women willing to take on even myths.

This. This was the spirit of Ailendamus. Yet even Digneral’s shout turned to fear in his throat as Arteis looked at him. He wondered—who could match her?

Then the cheering grew louder, and a figure strode across the ground.

Great Knight Gilaw, her hair a mane of black, helmetless, armed with two sets of claws, talon-like blades of Truegold over her fists, paced forwards and made a cawing sound. She did not speak, but her eyes fixed on one of the ghosts.

“I am Ser Roec of the Order of Merendis. Who are you, brave warrior? You look too young for this. Send someone else, for this is a battle to the death.”

He saluted her. For reply, the Great Knight just made another screeching sound. Ser Roec’s face twisted as he lowered his rapier.

“Does Ailendamus have beasts for ‘knights’?”

“Don’t underestimate that one, Roec. She strikes faster than the eye can see.”

Arteis calmly floated down, and a third [Knight], Ser Dalius, drew his greatsword. He looked warily at Great Knight Gilaw, and Digneral’s stomach twisted.

She normally stayed in the palace. He had seen her might in battle, but the ghosts—he was greatly afraid he was about to watch one or all of Ailendamus’ Great Knights fall. He had seen one of their candidates die, and he could not help but doubt.

Yet—and yet—Gilaw looked confident, restless, stalking back and forth as a second figure rode forward. She dismounted, and a cheer rose from her band of followers.

“Great Knight Eclizza! We stand as your second!”

“Calm, Dame Chorisa. Be silent and watch.”

The Great Knight Eclizza, champion of the Order of the Thirsting Veil, admonished one of her followers. If the army of Ailendamus knew Gilaw only by reputation, the appearance of Great Knight Eclizza drew a shout from everyone.

“Eclizza! Eclizza!”

She raised a gauntleted fist and adjusted her armor, checking herself once. Unlike Gilaw, she carried a sword and a shield, making her the same as Arteis.

“Send your greatest warrior to face me. I will kill all three of your champions if I must.”

Arteis leaned on her sword, completely confident. Eclizza checked her helmet, then nodded to the man who had gotten off his horse.

“I shall destroy that one. Lord Uziel, have you any words for us?”

Lord Uziel! So he was the one they had sent for Digneral to ensure survived? Visophecin had made it clear each Great Knight and his ‘expert’ were of paramount importance, even above Digneral’s own life.

But Uziel? The man did teach some [Knights], but he could barely walk! He played with children like Princess Oesca. He was a philanthropist, one of Visophecin’s cousins. Some kind of sickness in the family.

He looked unnaturally pale, he had white hair, and indeed, he sat down in an odd rolling chair that one of the [Knights] produced for him. He looked so sickly that even the Twins seemed aghast Digneral had brought an invalid to the battlefield.

“Send yon grandfather back before the battle begins, Digneral! My blade is not for a foe who can barely stand!”

Piral called to jeers from her people, but the Order of the Thirsting Veil bristled, and Lord Uziel himself laughed as he leaned forwards in his chair. He raised his voice.

“I would learn to swing that weapon around properly before you boast, girl. Or else I will kill you without needing to rise from my chair!”

Laughter and shouts from the soldiers as Piral darkened with fury. It was a good boast, but still—Digneral listened as Uziel calmly addressed the two Great Knights. Gilaw hopped over, crouching down to listen as Eclizza bowed to him. He was in charge? They deferred to him certainly.

“Now that I see her, I’m certain. That [Paladin] is the best of the lot by far. The [Knight] you face, Gilaw, will push you. Keep your guard up. Remember what I taught you about timing. Eclizza, you will have to do your all. She…is a complete version of everything you are. Your training and hers are likely identical, but she has known war and is a ghost. She will not expect you.”

His voice was low enough the ghosts couldn’t hear, but Digneral shifted restlessly. The same as Eclizza? The Great Knight bowed.

“Yes, Lord Uziel! I will not let you down.”

“Of course not. Remember, I am here. She is, in the end, my responsibility. Despite Rhisveri’s objections, it was right of us to come. These are not foes that belong to Digneral and his kind. Now, where is our last Great Knight? Late, as usual.”

He turned his head, and Digneral realized the final Great Knight was dragging her heels. He turned his head and then sensed her arrival before he saw her.

Ser Dalius was frowning at his opponents, exchanging a few words with Ser Roec, who was cutting the air in practiced movements. They were so confident, the ghosts. Even Ser Dalius seemed to think they held the advantage.

Just because they were old and hailed from a time of Dragons. As if they were the only legends to endure. Now, a great cry arose in the distance from the mouths of soldiers, a cheer that travelled towards Digneral and lifted his heart.

Dalius paused, sword in hand, and then even his eyes widened. Arteis turned and sighed as, in the far distance, the trees of a forest parted. Even Lady Piral gulped as she saw the third Great Knight appear at last. The ground shook, and a smiling face parted branches.

Great Knight Merila, the Dame of the Hills, the half-Giant, strode forwards to wild cries of her name. She strode past the Hydra Knights, who roared for their champion. Then she stopped, eyes wide, respectful, a smile of delight on her features.

“Hail, great ghosts of Noelictus. I am Dame Merila of the Hills. I have sworn to fight for my kingdom, and today I battle legends. To honor, to glory, and to my foes!”

She saluted with a gigantic axe edged with Truegold, a fortune in metal. Digneral glared at her as she looked respectfully at her opponent. Dalius raised his greatsword, and for the first time, he looked uncertain.

“I am Ser Dalius of the Order of Shadowed Blooms. Your opponent, Dame of the Hills.”

She was thirty feet tall. He looked like a speck facing her, and Dame Merila’s smile was like thunder as she took her position.

“Half-Giant. So there is something old in this world. I will regret her death.”

Arteis murmured. To that, Merila laughed heartily. She lifted her axe high as the ghosts faced the Great Knights of Ailendamus. She looked down almost sadly at Dalius, and those two hesitated, as Ser Roec and Gilaw faced off and the Great Knight Eclizza and Paladin Arteis locked eyes and put their hands on their sword hilts.

“There is no meaning in war. But loyalty? Honor? This means something. Come, [Knight]. No one I have met has ever claimed fair battle with me. I am humbled at last.”

She beamed, and Ser Dalius sighed as he floated upwards, drawing his greatsword.

“Well said.”

Then he flew at her, and the air exploded into the clash of ghostly metal meeting Truegold, a scream in the air. Blood followed. Then—the essence of the dead itself.

——

“[Grand Slash]!”

Dame Merila could use Skills. A thirty-foot woman slashed and cut the air around her for a hundred feet. Her swings were so wide and deadly that the audience fell back as she felled a tree. She whirled, and her blade gleamed.

“[Flash Cut].”

She buried her blade in the earth, dirt geysering up, but the ghost was too fast. Ser Dalius flew left, slashing at her shoulder. He managed one cut across her armor, then flew back as she punched.

Her fist passed straight through him, and she cursed as he stabbed into her armor. But her axe was lined with Truegold. She brought it down, and Dalius spoke.

“[Petal’s Weight Parry].”

He flicked her blow to the side, and, off-balance, Merila looked up as he descended, sword raised. She raised her arms to take the blow—and someone kicked Ser Dalius back in the air, then threw a punch so fast that it slashed across his chest, and he cried out.

A flash of gold. Great Knight Gilaw landed, and Merila roared.

“Knight Gilaw! This is my battle!”

Gilaw landed, not appearing to care. She looked around—then vanished as Ser Roec stabbed where her head had been. She was so fast—the other [Knight] cursed her.

“You honorless warrior! Face me!”

The Great Knight Gilaw dodged across the ground, leaping, coming to rest on all fours, squatting like she was some animal. Then leaping twenty feet at a time with such strength and speed that the audience could scarcely believe she was Human.

…She was too fast. Ser Roec whirled and saw her come at him with a flying punch. He spat.

“[Perfect Bl—]”

Ting. The sound of her Truegold claws meeting his blade became a non-stop chiming. How many times had she punched? Six? Ten? The [Knight]’s blade was a desperate blur of blocks before he fell back, panting.

She’d cut his arm. His ghostly essence was trailing out his arm, but the look of disbelief on Ser Roec’s face was the true blow.

“You—you’re not using Skills.”

“Skills, Gilaw!”

As if reminding her, Ser Uziel called out. He was watching the fighting, and even Dame Merila turned to Gilaw with a frown as she and Dalius circled each other.

Out of the corner of his eye, Dalius saw Gilaw’s face, dark skinned features, contort into a scowl. Her huge, feline eyes, like a cat’s, narrowed, and he had a flash.

Is she not entirely Human? A Beastkin or something? No—she’s more primal than that.

She moved as if she were Level 40, at least! Gilaw spat.

“[Flurry of Mean Strikes].”

Was that even a Skill—she came at Roec in a blur. It wasn’t even her speed. She was so strong that when he tried to block again, her fist sent him reeling through the air. He flashed past Lord Fallien, who stared at Gilaw.

“They’re like Named-rank adventurers. I thought it was just—”

He flinched as the ground shook again. Merila had missed, but her blow had split the earth, and Dalius was wary of taking a single blow from her.

Yet it was the half-Giantess who was bleeding. He’d slashed through her cheek and part of her helmet. She smiled, exposing some bloody teeth through a gash in her face. He’d already stabbed her twice with blows that would have killed any normal foe.

But she was so vast he only saw flesh wounds. As he watched, Merila calmly pulled something out and drank it. Her blood stopped flowing, and the wounds cleared.

“Healing potions are surely unchivalrous.”

Dalius was breathing hard, but the Great Knight tossed the huge bottle aside as she wiped her face and grinned.

“We need something to fight against you great spirits, Ser Knight.”

“Fair. Damn healing potions being easy to get.”

He dove at her, so fast that she swore, and Dalius spoke.

“[Blade Art: The Great Tree Felled].”

His sword blow drove her to her knees. Merila looked up as he twisted around in a corkscrew. Her wrist. Cut the tendons and she’d be unable t—

“[On Your Feet]. At you, ghost!”

She was up and swinging so fast he recoiled. His sword raised to block as he braced it with one arm—and he saw Merila smile. Her axe vanished midswing, and Dalius stared, pivoted—

The blow caught him from the other side as she reappeared.

“[Feint Blow].”

Dalius went flying and cried out as he felt his essence tear. He crashed past soldiers of Ailendamus and rose, clutching at his side.

She nearly cut me in half! The only thing that had saved him was the strength of his essence—and the fact that her Skills were a cut below his. Yet her strength!

The watching ghosts of Afiele were unnerved. They had gone silent after the first minute of fighting when they realized Dalius and Roec were struggling. They had assumed, in their complacency, they were unmatched. But these Great Knights—

Too fast. Too strong! They would have been great warriors in my time as well. Half-Giant. A half-Giant with Skills and a [Knight]! Even I have never heard such a thing. She reminds me of the Silver Dragon-Knight. But her legend has just begun.

Not a good comparison. For him. Dame Merila was faster than she looked, and she had the reach to force him to stay wide. If he got in close—

Dalius flew at her, and the Great Knight cursed as he dipped under her guard. He rammed the blade through her steel armor, slicing, dodging across her body. Her weak point w—

She struck him out of the skies after two more blows. Dalius whirled, not knowing how her axe had caught him—then saw she had switched weapons.

Shield and mace, now. The edge of her shield was rimmed with Truegold. Merila adjusted her shoulder, and he saw blood running from her wound. She didn’t try to heal it, just watched him.

“Is that the best a dead [Knight] can do? Come now, Ser Dalius. Show me the strength of Noelictus.”

“Dalius!”

Somewhere, Roec was screaming. Dalius didn’t know who his opponent was, but he realized—whatever Gilaw was, and Uziel, they weren’t normal. Merila was the most ordinary opponent. The other two reeked of something strange. Something…immortal. And Eclizza had that whiff. It smelled like Uziel had taught her.

But Merila was, like Dalius, a woman. Brave. Strong. A warrior trained by battle. She was just a half-Giant, huge, unfairly so some might say.

Not Dalius. He closed his eyes and rose higher.

“As you like. I salute you, Great Knight of the Hills. I am the Order of Shadowed Bloom’s warrior. No champion. But I come from days when we fought Giants. So. [Bound Spell: The Vines of Oteslia].”

He pointed, and Merila cursed as huge, twisting plants rose, snaring one leg. She tried to break free, looked up—and he was descending. Her smile turned desperate, and she raised her shield—

“[Heavy Block]!”

“[Lightningcaller Blow].”

She staggered as he smote her—then the world flashed. A lightning bolt fell from clear skies, and the Great Knight reeled as Ailendamus’ soldiers cried out. Her armor and shield were smoking. She raised her mace.

“[Trade Swing]—”

Merila struck him as he whirled his sword into her chestplate.

“[Explosion of Briars].”

They fell. Ser Dalius fell to his knees, holding himself together by force of will. When he rose—she was on her back, black thorns biting into her flesh, tearing into her armor, ripping at her chest. Dalius stood slowly, bleeding his very soul.

And still, the Great Knight stood. She drank another potion, and her eyes were filled with pain and the knowledge she was losing. But she still lifted her mace.

“Do you yield, Dame of the Hills?”

“Not so long as I draw breath.”

She panted, and Dalius nodded. He rose, and they made the air ring and shake, and the ground shuddered as Digneral, the Twins, mortals, and ghosts watched. Until one of them fell.

Merila was trying to stand. But she couldn’t support one leg laid open to the bone—and he lifted a sword as she raised her head.

“Kingdom of Glass and Glory, another shall arise. A Hydra Knight dies on her feet.”

Her eyes were wide, and blood was running onto the ground. She looked up as Ser Dalius raised his greatsword for her neck. She was smiling, fear in her eyes. But she had not yielded—he hesitated. Then he lowered his sword.

“You have been bested. Yield the field.”

“What? End her, Ser Dalius!”

Fallien roared. The ghosts watched as Ser Dalius shook blood off his sword, then wearily pointed it at Merila. She looked up at him, gritting her teeth.

“I have sworn not to yield.”

“You have been bested. Your honor demands you surrender. I do not wish to kill the only daughter of Giants I have met. Yield, for both of us.”

She looked at him—then slowly raised a bloody, mud-covered gauntlet.

“I yield. I swear I shall not take up arms this battle!”

“Dame of the Hills!”

Digneral shouted—but the Order of the Hydra was shouting. Cheering their fallen champion and, Dalius thought, perhaps the mercy. He floated down wearily. The Twins charged forwards, incensed.

“Ser Dalius! That was a Great Knight of Ailendamus! She could slaughter—”

“I am a [Knight]. I do not kill honorable foes.”

Dalius ignored Piral. He was turning his head around. His battle with Merila had ended first. But Ser Roec—

He was dying. The ghost was stumbling, vanishing, holes slashed in his essence. Great Knight Gilaw stalked him like some cat, a smile on her face.

“Noelictus. Afiele—avenge me!”

He shouted at Dalius, and the [Knight] called out.

“Surrender! Roec—”

The [Knight] raised a hand, and the Great Knight Gilaw slashed into his back, tearing his form to wisps. She raised her fists overhead, screeching in triumph—and a shout came from Merila, the Knights of the Hydra, and even the Drell Knights.

“Dishonored—Ailendamus is dishonored! Baron!”

Merila shouted, but the Baron ignored her. The outrage of the [Knights] was nothing compared to the relief on his face. Dalius gripped his greatsword, forgetting his own wounds.

“The dead have more honor than the living! Noelictus is demonstrating more honor than Ailendamus!”

He barked across the field. He thought he saw [Knights] flinch, but then his eyes were searching the ground. He had lost track of the final battle, and he thought it should have spelled hope for Noelictus. Arteis and the Great Knight Eclizza.

But what he saw unnerved him almost as much as it did—

Arteis.

——

Great Knight Eclizza and Arteis did not join combat as far as the other two duels. They circled each other, watching for openings.

Something was off from the second Arteis drew her sword. A sense of vague unease. She couldn’t place it.

She feared no foe. Even the Great Knight Gilaw would die in single-combat. Even that being called Fithea. Arteis had bested Devils.

Yet—the Great Knight Eclizza was stalking left, shield and sword raised, waiting for an attack. Arteis frowned and decided to test her. She leapt forwards, flying across the ground, and brought her sword down.

A heavy blow that made Eclizza stagger. Arteis swung for her head, to sever her neck in a single blow. She was almost as fast Gilaw’s inhuman speed.

Eclizza parried the blade, forced Arteis back with a blow from her shield, and leapt backwards. But the [Paladin] was flying after her, swinging her blade again. They were so quick that even the other [Knights] and ghosts were astounded.

A world that belonged only to masters of the blade. Again, Arteis went to sunder that head from the shoulders. Only to dodge as Eclizza whirled her blade up.

[Sword Art: Spire of Contempt]. Unlike the others, she didn’t shout anything. Her slash skywards cut the air with black shade, and Arteis dodged it. Then Eclizza swung, and a spray of black liquid, like a blade, scythed out.

Poison. Arteis avoided out of caution, as if she were alive. So that woman was poison, was she? Eclizza checked herself, then noticed the cut on her shield and across her gorget around her neck.

“She’s too quick for you, Eclizza. She has a step on strength too.”

Lord Uziel called out merrily. He sounded relaxed, and Arteis stared at him. He was the one who was bothering her as much as Eclizza. Something about him was so…his eyes. She hadn’t noticed at first. But his eyes—

No.

It couldn’t b—

“[Aspect of the Striking Viper].”

Eclizza sped up. Her Skill turned her bounding form into a blur. Faster—she paused, then lifted her sword up.

“[Hydra Venom Wave].”

She slashed, and this time, a wave of black liquid flashed from her blade. She could probably slay a host of mortals—Arteis almost flew through the liquid, then sensed the danger. She cleaved through it and felt the poison on her form.

Aura! The Great Knight knew how to make her Skills damage ghosts? Arteis cursed as burning venom touched her skin, though it could not poison her. The other woman lunged, and Arteis sensed a gathering wave.

“[Eruption of the Poisoned Sea].”

Spouts of black liquid blasting up. Eclizza’s sword slashed, and Arteis blocked it, gritting her teeth as she felt the force in it. The Thirsting Veil’s champion wasn’t done, though.

“[Kick of the Griffin]. [Shadowleap]. [Pit of Darkness]—”

She kicked Arteis backwards, then vanished and reappeared as Arteis fired a beam of light which bored a hole through one of the [Knights] behind Eclizza—a Hydra Knight died—and a pit began to pull Arteis in.

“[Sword of Brilliance]!”

Arteis whirled her blade down and stabbed the pit, severing it. She rose and felt—

Impossible.

The Great Knight was coming. The two knights met, this time trading blows without Skills. But not the kind Dalius and Merila were throwing. Arteis punched with her shield, flicking her blade into a cut at Eclizza’s face, leg hook, a throw and blow to the stomach before stabbing down—

All in the blink of an eye. A combination of blows so fast it should have killed Eclizza. Yet they were met!

Shoulder turn, catch the blow, sword jab, which Arteis caught across her own spectral armor, and they both went for the same leg hook, but Arteis was faster. Eclizza fell back, but she kicked, and Arteis stumbled before she could spear Eclizza properly. The [Knight] hit the ground, and Arteis made to finish her—only to see her flip onto her feet. Eclizza didn’t roll or get up—she was that nimble?

Impossible. Now, Arteis felt it in her bones, but she denied it. This time, she came in swinging, raining blows down until Eclizza’s arm shook.

“[Great Sh—]”

“[Earthquaker Blow].”

The ground shook, and Eclizza’s shield fell as Arteis lifted her sword with eyes burning. She hammered Eclizza’s sword down and went to stab her in the f—

Eclizza twisted and threw an elbow and struck Arteis in the face. The blow tore Arteis’ spirit, and the ghost reeled.

How—

The blow hit her! She dodged a lance-thrust and backed up. Then she stared at the Great Knight’s arm as Eclizza flexed it.

“The Truegold didn’t work, Lord Uziel. Is the quality low?”

“Don’t ask me. Some ghosts are tougher than others.”

She must have some hidden in her elbow! Arteis’ torn face warped into a snarl. Impossible, impossible!

“[Sword Art: Rays of the Sun]! [Bound Spell: Sunfire Siege Fireball]. [Cleave the Earth]!”

She began attacking, sword lancing out in wild strikes, before throwing a burning ball of white-gold flames and slashing with a blow that sundered thirty feet of earth. It should have killed Eclizza. But the other [Knight] was—dancing, moving in counter to Arteis.

As if she knew what was coming. She spoke.

“[Sixfold Hydrastrike]. [Bound Spell: Lesser Acidbreath of the Wyrm]. [Indomitable Guard]!”

Their blades collided, tangled. Two spells met and exploded in midair, and Arteis’ final blow hammered Eclizza down—but she stood.

Then Eclizza threw an elbow as Arteis let go of her sword for a second. She dropped her shield and sword, and Arteis kicked, threw a combination of punches, and saw Eclizza blocking them, knocking her hands aside, countering with a palm. Her gauntlets were covered in Truegold! She stepped back, panting, as Arteis’ fist sent her reeling with a blow to her helmet.

—but her sisters were cheering. The Thirsting Veil’s [Knights] were shouting as their Great Knight held Arteis blow for blow. Arteis’ eyes were wild, and she was snarling.

“No. No. You can’t fight like that!”

“Why not?”

Eclizza’s face was unreadable, but Arteis almost knew she was smiling. A killer’s smile, without mercy. Eyes bright. A mirror of Arteis’ face.

She was fighting—exactly like Arteis was. With such fluidity and grace that warriors of any era would have been surprised to face them. You couldn’t pick this up from mere self-training. Eclizza knew how to fight hand-to-hand. She transitioned into her next blow at the speed of thought. She…

She fought like someone who had been trained by Agelum. But that was impossible. Impossible! The bright warriors, the enemies of the Devils of Rhir, who were the Infernal Court of Arteis’ time, would never—

Lord Uziel. Arteis stared at him as Eclizza drew her sword again. The old man was sitting in his wheelchair, smiling.

His eyes. Her gaze fixed on those multiple pupils. She stared at him. His veins were pale in his skin. But if she knew him, he had blue blood. Bright blue. Not a metaphor, but blue blood, and—and this wasn’t his true form.

He met her eyes, and she felt the world lurch as a horror took over her. No. On Ailendamus’ side? For a second, she thought she was in error. Then she smelled it. A sense on Eclizza, on Uziel. The unmistakable stench of her foe. Oil, metal. Brimstone.

The smell of Lucifen. They were working together? Arteis whispered.

“Traitor.”

“According to whom?”

Uziel smiled—and Eclizza charged. She cut at Arteis, and the [Paladin] was backing up, taking cuts to her essence. A sound was building in her throat as Dalius finished his fight and turned to her in disbelief.

“Arteis?”

“Traitors! What are you? Who are you? Lucif—”

Great Knight Eclizza swung.

“[Sword Art: The Serpent Rises]!”

A twisting blow flashed under Arteis’ shield and slashed her. Hissing poison, smoking through the air—she screamed as Ailendamus’ forces cheered and the Twins and ghosts moaned. Eclizza was charging in when she halted, and Uziel’s smile turned intense.

“Eclizza! Watch out!”

“Treachery! Even my beloved teachers have fallen. Corruption! Damn you! Damn all of you, and die, you tainted spawn. Die.”

Arteis went insane. She raised a sword overhead, and Eclizza raised her sword to strike—but recoiled as a ray of light burned across her armor.

[Dawn Rises in Hell]. Baron Digneral cried out.

“Fall back! Shields up! Barriers—”

The light was burning again, and this time, it was flashing everywhere. A [Soldier] of Ovela screamed as it burned her flesh, but it was nothing to what was happening to the warriors of Ailendamus. Armor began to melt, and the ground and trees caught fire.

Great Knight Eclizza saw Arteis starting to destroy everything around her, and she roared as she charged forwards, sword raised.

“Halt! Your fight is with me, Palad—”

“[Sword of the Agelum].”

A flaming blade came down, and Eclizza parried it. Or tried to. She blocked—then recoiled as a burning blade of flames so brilliant they scorched the eye, a fire beyond anything Dalius or the others present had ever seen, cleaved straight through the Truegold blade.

“Damn—”

Eclizza tried to strike with her fists, but the blade slashed through her black armor, and only her leap back kept her from being cut in half. Even so—Arteis’ blade slashed nearly vertically across her, and melting armor and burning skin erupted into flames.

“Eclizza!”

One of the Thirsting Veil Knights shouted and leapt over, trying to put out the flames as the Great Knight fell. Digneral and his forces were in chaos as Arteis floated higher, sword in hand.

“You will all die. Every last one of you.”

The final Great Knight, Gilaw, squawked nervously as Arteis swung her glowing gaze across the field. But a man stood up slowly and passed a hand over the flames that refused to go out on Eclizza’s body.

“Truegold. Too weak for her. This is our work, after all. That blade and Skill came from us. My turn.”

“Lord Uziel.”

Eclizza reached up, but the man just stood out of his chair and unsheathed his own Truegold blade. He motioned at Arteis as she swung her eyes down to him in disbelief.

“I’ve been feeling good this last decade. I can do five minutes. Come on, ghost-child who knew us. You know me.”

“You—”

She got no further, because Uziel took a breath.

“How does it go? Oh, yes. ‘Grand Slash’.”

He spoke the Skill, but when he swung his sword, Ser Dalius had the impression he wasn’t using a Skill. He saw the air cleave, and a ripple of air, cut by the glowing sword, flew at Arteis. She dodged—then blocked as Uziel swung his sword again and again.

He was cutting the air! His form looked like—Rolare’s. Then he crouched as Arteis screamed.

“Let’s see—”

Uziel dashed across the ground, leaving a trail of gold behind him. It looked like a glowing path of light that flowed upwards as he leapt. Arteis descended, blazing sword swinging—and the man met her in a sound that made even Dalius’ hearing ring.

When his eyes cleared from the spark that blinded him, Arteis was on the ground, trying to block a whirlwind of blows. She was—losing! He cut across her arm, ran her through, twisted the blade out—and then sprang back. Uziel clutched at his chest, though he had not a single wound, and Arteis howled.

“You—you—”

“Maybe three minutes. Baron Digneral, attack!”

The Baron saw Uziel lift his sword again, keeping Arteis from using her deadly light. Digneral pumped his blade into the sky.

“To arms! Destroy the ghosts and Twins!”

His soldiers caught themselves, hesitated, and then advanced in a roar. Dalius howled.

“Honorless—”

Then the Truegold arrows began to fall. He saw the air fill with magic spells and falling Greatarrows, and the ghosts were fleeing to the Ovelian Keep as Arteis fought Uziel, screaming fury. But the man—nay—the Agelum was laughing, sword in hand, and Great Knight Eclizza was rising. Gilaw hopped backwards as Digneral’s Drell Knights charged towards the keep, desperately closing the doors on Ovela’s forces, and there were so many—and they were armed with Truegold.

“Fight for Afiele! Keep them back!”

Dalius cried out, desperately, and knew in a moment the Ovelian Keep would not last the day. Not against this many, coming in so fast. They had to flee to Afiele. But Ailendamus would pour through, and if Ovela fell…

He raised his head to the skies as, on the battlements, he heard sentries screaming.

“Enemies to the rear! To the rear!”

“They’re around us already! Defend the Twins! Noelictus!”

“Kingdom of Shade, it’s the end of—”

Lo, even ghosts could die. He drew his greatsword, praying Cara was safe. But the fate of Noelictus had already been decided.

——

They came forth in noble finery, half, and armed for war, the other half. Even now, they dressed like night, sardonic, even mocking the fineries of other nations.

The Landsreight, sons and daughters of Noelictus, convened for what might be the final time with the weight of what might be done on their shoulders.

Yet even the most loyal looked to Duke Fiskren, and his face was set and grim as he spoke to his daughter. He had come prepared to do what he must to save his beloved kingdom. He searched for madness, but perhaps madness was his company.

“I think we should present our demands first. Force the vote by midmorning. Yes. Prince Seratoito, if the crown refuses to relent, you shall take the regency until we can formally resolve this. After Ailendamus is pushed out.”

Marquis Seelthru looked like he was already drafting a coronation speech. He was excited, gesturing to his guards, his servants, the light of power in his eyes.

What have I done? Duke Fiskren knew the Marquis cared nothing for Noelictus save his own ends, but the two nobles and everyone between them were united. For the good of the kingdom, self-interest, it didn’t matter.

The crown had to change. The Hunter’s Guild, the [Queen]’s behavior, their refusal to address the corruption even a blind man could see—it was enough!

Fiskren just hoped the cure was not more deadly than the poison. As for Seratoito, Fiskren could barely meet the [Prince]’s eyes. He seemed so calm as he prepared to usurp his father.

He will lead for a time, but he cannot be allowed to take that throne. A man like him will lead us only further to ruin.

Like that, Fiskren felt the axe at his side become heavier with his sins. If he raised it once, twice was far, far easier.

Dark deeds. Dark days. He knew the King of Avel was somewhere here, though he was barred from the Landsreight. He hoped the court of Avel would make the man see sense.

He hoped King Allorev would not force the worst to come to pass, but who knew? These were the thoughts of Duke Fiskren until the doors opened and the least-expected person walked into the room.

“Cara?”

Duchess Greina, his daughter, looked no less resolved to bring justice to Menorome. Even if it meant bringing her old friend, Haeight, to justice—he would not have been here so easily without her. The Gold-rank adventurer started and stared as the Singer of the Synphasia walked into the room.

“What’s this? An outsider in the Landsreight? What, are we to be sung to before the crown speaks?”

Seelthru was outraged, but Cara was known to most of the room. In fact, she barely paid attention to the others.

“Your arms! Cara!”

Greina was astounded. Fiskren’s own eyes widened as he saw that Cara’s arms—which he had thought were gone—were intact! Oh, they had traces of blood, but she moved them, even checked them, flexing her hands, feeling at her shoulders, with no sign of injury.

What magic is this? Did the crown waste a great potion or relic on her? Even for a friend of the Queen…another sign of corruption.

He could not even be happy about this. What a bitter man he’d become, Fiskren realized. Only Seratoito smiled. And Cara looked at him uncertainly, then spoke.

“—timing. How long do we have?”

She was speaking, Fiskren realized, to someone following her. As if she had forgotten this moment! The nobles stirred, but a proud voice, a familiar, regal one, made Fiskren’s knees go weak.

Oh no, it was her after all. Not just a fluke. This made it so much harder.

“This will be done within half an hour. It must be. So you shall see it done, and I swear it on my name. Landsreight, we meet after too long! It is time, at long last, for our dark kingdom to have some light.”

Queen Nicterise entered the room, and despite himself, Fiskren knelt. Seelthru glared at him, but half the Landsreight knelt as Nicterise, unburdened of her seasons of madness, smiled.

“Your Majesty! Your seasons have ended?”

“Yes.”

That was all she said, and Fiskren’s heart leapt and sank as King Allorev entered the room as well, smiling. They both looked weary, as if they had already fought a battle this morning, and Fiskren now noticed there were wet tear trails on Cara’s face.

As if she had wept. They looked shriven, as if something great had happened.

Yet the Landsreight was grave. Seelthru looked around, nudged Seratoito, who said nothing as Agshiga smiled at Cara and the [Queen], and then spoke in a testy voice.

“We have convened to bring the crown to justice. Let us celebrate Her Majesty’s lucidity, but not let it sway us from the task at hand. Let it make things easier, perhaps. But we are too far gone. Fiskren, Seratoito! We speak for the Landsreight, now.”

Seratoito blinked, smiled, and nodded. He stepped over, and Agshiga joined him, facing the monarchs and their few guards—not the Royal Guard, Fiskren was relieved to note. Nor any Hunters.

This wouldn’t be bloody—here, at least. He saw Allorev fix him with a tired stare, but even the [King] did not seem wrothful. Just…tired.

“Yes. Your Majesty, I am glad for you. Alas, know I do this for Noelictus.”

Nicterise knew why the Landsreight was gathered. She gave him a long look that, again, hurt because it lacked reproach.

“You were ever a good man, Duke Goreot Fiskren. This day has been overlong coming, and your love of us has kept it too far. Let us make an end to the pretense. It shall be a burden lifted from all, if Noelictus yet lives tomorrow.”

She remembered his name when he was just ‘Duke Fiskren’ to others. The man bowed. Then, it was Prince Seratoito who spoke.

“Hello, Your Majesties. In this moment, know that I am not Prince Seratoito, merely a member of the Landsreight, a loyal son of Noelictus, and judge and arbiter. With me stands the Commander of the Royal Deathhunt, Agshiga, who has ever been my consort and blade. The Landsreight has convened to hold the crown of Noelictus to account, and if need be, depose them in as peaceable a manner as possible that the Kingdom of Shade might be saved. This is as we are poised on civil war, and Ailendamus marches on Ovela.”

His eyes glittered, and many of the Landsreight stared at Seratoito in disgust, despite the [Prince] being on their side.

Seratoito. Such a hard man to enjoy the company of. He was charming to Seelthru, in his way, but even the Marquis probably recognized the [Prince] as a self-serving snake interested in power. Which was why he drew closer to Seelthru’s lot.

He had been such a better boy. When had he changed? His slicked, blond hair looked greasy, and his overweight frame wasn’t the objectionable part. No, it was the corpulent greed, the contempt in his eyes for almost everyone, and the way he treated Agshiga, one of the legends of the Hunter’s Guild, like a pet.

As Cara had once observed, as Seraphel and many had noted, he was the perfect dislikable man. Almost a stereotype of the [Prince] of a poor kingdom, steeped in treachery.

A stereotype in Noelictus where no one fit the image of traditional Terandria? Well, someone had to play the part, Fiskren supposed. And indeed, Seratoito went on, stepping to the center of the room.

“The Landsreight has wavered on this choice for many years, but the outright corruption of the Hunter’s Guild cannot be ignored. A coalition of Marquis Seelthru’s factions and Duke Fiskren’s allies has a clear eight-tenths majority that even the crown, under the laws of the Landsreight, cannot overturn.”

A stiff margin to overturn the direct word of the crown, but that was how they had organized. Yet the crown could refuse…and if they did? The Landsreight could accept it or offer their own ultimatum.

Queen Nicterise was staring at her son, eyes glittering, seemingly relaxed and intent at the same time.

“Get over with it, Seratoito. We dance on the edge of Noelictus’ fate. Below, Hunters hold the line, and the truth must come out. Ovela is about to make war; the ghosts have left an hour ago. We are out of time for day-long debates. I have no mood for it.”

She spoke so oddly that Fiskren sensed something was wrong, and his hand stole to the handle of his axe unconsciously. He saw Cara frowning, as if she didn’t know what was coming next, and Seethru interrupted.

“Your Majesty, you are bound to the Landsreight, here. I will ask even you to be silent. What comes next cannot be halted. The Landsreight will take the power it des—must wield.”

He caught himself, and Seratoito chuckled as the Landsreight muttered.

“Marquis Seelthru meant ‘deserved’. Yes, I imagine if the crown does remain after this, it will be largely ornamental and the holdings of each member of the Landsreight take on royal lands. A lot of gold is to be gained by stripping the crown of its power—and also reclaiming all the gold funneled to the Hunter’s Guild.”

Seelthru turned red at the barefaced admission, but Seratoito wasn’t done. His eyes were glittering as he steepled his fingers together.

“You might call this an act of treachery, but Duke Fiskren, one of Noelictus’ most honorable men, also objects for more altruistic reasons to the crown’s will. Combined, the Landsreight’s self-interested nobles and the ones who see no clear path to salvation will force this vote, and you, Father and Mother, will have to accede or it will be war. I might also add that even if you accede, I shall be installed as reagent for the moment.”

“Oh dear. I imagine it won’t be pleasant for me either way.”

King Allorev was stroking his chin. Fiskren’s odd feeling grew, and he noticed Cara…smiling. He saw his daughter inching her hand to her crossbow as her team of adventurers looked at each other.

Yes, they felt it. Something was wrong. But what? Fiskren stared at Seratoito. The [Prince].

There were such things as [Appraisal] spells in this world, which were rare, but let you see someone’s class and levels. Most people had safeguards to them if you were rich, but Seratoito either didn’t know or didn’t care. He was, after all…

A [Traitor Prince].

Seratoito spread his hands as he turned to face the Landsreight, and his voice was poised, reasonable, and even oddly fluent. He spoke faster now and motioned to Agshiga.

“Agshiga, my dear, can you produce my exhibits? Thank you. Now, as the self-declared arbiter of these proceedings, I have the motion to lay a request for the crown to cede authority to me and the powers of the Hunter’s Guild and army to the Landsreight until this state of emergency with Ailendamus is passed. Effectively crippling the crown. But before that, I have two proposals to put forwards.”

“What? Seratoito, what could possibly matter before this? We can vote on whatever you want after!”

Seelthru was outraged, but the [Prince] had actually unfolded some half-moon spectacles and put them on his face as he pulled out a document he was reading from. Agshiga was passing out copies to everyone, and Fiskren eyed her.

“Duke?”

She handed him a bundle of papers, and he blinked at the title. Everyone but Seelthru had gotten a copy, and the Marquis looked around as Seratoito nodded.

“Thank you, Agshiga. This is my right as nominated speaker, Seelthru. We must do these things properly. Now, my first proposal—please read along with the documents in front of me, and we can go through them quickly—”

Had he ever said thank you to his wife before? Fiskren noted it, but he was staring at the top paper, and his eyes were flicking up.

“Prince Seratoito. Is this real?”

Marquis Seelthru was edging over to see what Lady Batiseva was holding, but she recoiled from him, and he stopped. The [Prince] smiled.

“Yes, Duke Fiskren. They are all copies, and I have the original here, with a certificate of authenticity from the Mage’s Guild of Wistram. You may confirm it, but please! If I may. Proposal the First for the Landsreight: the immediate arrest, expulsion, and trial of Marquis Seelthru for crimes against the Kingdom of Shade. Among other acts, high treason, conspiracy with the Kingdom of Glass and Glory, Ailendamus, and embezzlement of funds meant for his domain for personal use.”

Seelthru froze in place. Fiskren stared down at the contract he was holding a copy of, and his head swam. This was a magical contract between Ailendamus and the undersigned.

Marquis Seelthru.

“W—what? Seratoito, what are you talking about? Are you mad? How d—what is this?”

He laughed, voice suddenly hoarse, as of a man with the rug pulled out from under him. Seratoito raised his brows.

“Why, it’s about our plans to overthrow the crown, Seelthru. The ones you and I hatched together—well, I encouraged you. Our cabal? Our secret meetings? And then you signed an actual deal with Ailendamus and left it lying around where Agshiga could take it. Which was all very sloppy, but I covered for you until I knew who else was in on it.”

“Huh? But you—but you said—”

“Prince Seratoito. Are you mad? Are you—this is to guarantee his citizenship to Ailendamus as a noble. If the Kingdom of Glass and Glory invades, he’ll switch sides. If this is real—”

Lady Batiseva’s hands were shaking as she read the contract. Fiskren was slowly thumbing through the documents.

“There’s more. My word on truth stone isn’t very good, which is why I also have a transcript of our conversations—the nasty ones are where Seelthru plots to strike a deal with the Slavers of Roshal. I also have a recording of the conversation, and the last page is a budget of all the expenditures he has been pocketing. Including the money that has not been going to his Hunter’s Guilds or the upkeep on the tombs. Which, personally, I object to for reasons we will later discuss.”

Seratoito clapped his hands, and Seelthru wobbled. He stared at the [Prince], and Queen Nicterise spat.

“I knew he was corrupt. But this? You didn’t bring him in years ago, Seratoito?”

The [Prince] rolled his eyes.

“Mother, you catch the entire den of snakes, not one. And you let this one strike because you’re ready, rather than strangling it while another one slithers up in the grass unnoticed. Marquis Seelthru has been Ailendamus’ paid man for a while and taken money from other powers. It was all rather wasted whereas they could have spent the money far better on other operations. But I understand we are pressed for time. This trial might take weeks to properly show evidence!”

“You—you’re a traitor, Seratoito! Members of the Landsreight, you cannot believe this man? Prince Seratoito? He was conspiring with his family all along.”

Seelthru gasped as he came to the one defense he could think of. Every head turned to Seratoito, and Fiskren did feel a tinge of suspicion.

“How can we believe you, Prince?”

Seratoito walked over to his family, and Allorev clapped him on the shoulder, smiling. Seratoito looked vaguely annoyed by that, and brushed his father’s hand off his shoulder. But then he gave Duke Fiskren a smile.

“I am well aware of my reputation, Duke Fiskren. I am, after all, a [Traitor Prince]. But a traitor to whom? I have all my proofs assembled. Don’t trust me, trust the evidence you can check. Trust Commander Agshiga, or do you really think one of the greatest Hunters of Noelictus is a traitor?”

Every eye turned to Agshiga, and Fiskren recalled all the doubts he’d had over Agshiga being the meek, silent servant to the [Prince]. But she’d acted so well…

“This doesn’t change why we’re here.”

Seelthru spluttered. Seratoito checked a magical watch, then nodded to Cara and his parents. She looked at him with something like awe and admiration, and he smiled.

“True. And we are pressed for time. So, my Proposal the Second: in light of current events, I suggest Marquis Seelthru not be allowed to run. There are a few friends of his we may also wish to strip of powers before voting—”

Several people looked terribly afraid, then, and Agshiga shifted, hand on her crossbow. Fiskren felt like the sky was falling, but he looked at the royal family.

This doesn’t change my resolve. So why did they seem so confident? Allorev met his eyes, and part of Fiskren, a part he had resolved to bury, dared hope.

Could I be wrong?

Seratoito raised his gloved hand.

“I call for a recess of half an hour. If, upon our return, the Landsreight wishes to continue its proceedings, we shall vote. Half an hour. This day was long coming, and if you do not wish to know, stand back. But the truth will bind you to Noelictus forever.”

He smiled as Fiskren stirred.

“Is this a trap, Your Majesty? This day is unbelievable, but if it is—I would rather you spring it now and give me no hope. Let my daughter go, if it is.”

“Father!”

Greina looked at him, and the Queen of Noelictus favored Duke Fiskren with a steady eye. She bowed her head, then turned to the smiling [Prince], who seemed younger, lighter on his feet, and even less unpleasant.

“Seratoito, your job is done. The task you take upon yourself, my son—go, [Two-Faced Prince], my heir to my titles. Go, and I shall show those who can stand it the truth of Noelictus. Let every Hunter who can be spared fly for Ovela.”

Every head turned as the [Prince] nodded. He turned and looked at the [Singer], Cara.

“I am going for the Hunter’s Guild. Send the Hunters after me, anyone not holding the line. Grab a horse if you want to keep up, Cara.”

“Dalius is already on his way! You’ll never catch him!”

Cara protested. Seratoito was already striding for the doors. He threw them open, and Agshiga was running ahead of him. The [Prince] whirled.

“Maybe not. But we’ll make it. Horses!”

——

“What is going on?”

The [Prince] was a traitor, but he had always been loyal to Noelictus. He had been a double-agent? King Itreimedes had a headache.

“So he’s not a rat?”

“He’s a rat, but he’s always been our rat. He was a Hunter, you know. He wanted to be a Veteran Hunter, but he decided he was better pretending to be corrupt. He’s done this before.”

“Wh—before? I don’t remember that!”

“He’s good at making people forget. And he’s still unpleasant. He loves playing up the evil [Prince]. I think Agshiga enjoys playing along, especially when she gets to surprise the people he tricks. Nasty.”

“So he’s not overthrowing Allorev and Nicterise?”

Itreimedes struggled to understand. Someone sighed loudly.

“No. How many times do I have to explain this?”

Princess Kadane, the Spider-Princess, was trying to tell the King of Bows what was happening. He sprang to his feet as he saw the Landsreight emerging from their sanctuary. They looked bewildered, but one man, Duke Fiskren, was striding along.

“Follow me. Allorev, summon the [Generals]. We make for Ovela. But we must hold this line! Ten thousand. If we could tell the army—”

King Allorev was shaking his head as he led Fiskren, a few of the Landsreight, and Greina and her team towards the royal wing.

“We cannot, my love. Hope Cara’s ploy works. I—Kadane, what are you doing?”

They turned as Kadane urged Itreimedes forwards. The Spider-Princess tried to look innocent.

“I’m showing Itreimedes the truth.”

“You can’t do that! He’ll tell everyone! How many people are in his court? That’s nearly fifty—and he’ll tell his entire kingdom! I love him, but he cannot keep a secret!”

“Allorev, that’s hurtful.”

Itreimedes felt like he was being attacked. But Kadane set her jaw.

“I haven’t told anyone, and I’m not nearly as useful or trustworthy as Seratoito. Itreimedes stood outside the palace to defend us. Plus, he has a magic bow. You have to tell him.”

Allorev hesitated—and he looked at his daughter’s set face. Kadane glared.

“I’ll bite you if you don’t tell him. And I’ll just tell him anyways.”

“If she says so, Allorev, trust her.”

Nicterise turned, and King Allorev lifted his hands. The King of Hosts brushed at his hair, then faced Kadane.

“My beloved daughter, if you think it’s best, I can only trust your judgment. King Itreimedes, prepare for danger.”

He didn’t argue with his daughter—he just nodded at her, and Kadane’s smile spread over her mouth and mandibles, as if she’d feared he wouldn’t listen. It made her look more charming, and the King of Bows looked around.

“What kind of danger? I have my bow. What are we doing?”

Duke Fiskren looked prepared for death, for a knife from behind, and his suspicion only grew as they entered the forbidden wing and saw the open doors of the Royal Crypt. But the King of Hosts and Queen of Faces descended, and King Itreimedes, his court, the suspicious members of the Landsreight, and two of Cara’s friends descended to see the truth of Noelictus.

——

“Push! We are almost at the doors! I can sense Noelictus’ weakness! Push, and drown Menorome in corpses!”

Warlord Vrek was hurling spells across the ground at the double doors, and the Hunters gathered up and tried to hold the line as the ‘Royal Guard’, Belavierr’s puppets, charged and fell, re-knitting and continuing to fight.

But they were losing. Even the rays of wrath that Deilfec was shooting couldn’t do more than slow the tide of undead. They were everywhere, beating down the puppet-guards, who couldn’t rise fast enough to stop them.

Worse—Vrek was pushing forwards, refusing to die. He had weathered every attack, and even Hunter Piortesenzth seemed unable to stop him.

The [Ancient Hunter] was still wounded, but his main problem was the power of the Revenant was a direct counter to his own: there were no shadows in the Royal Crypt.

The [Warlord] was illuminated in a thousand glowing lights that filled the room, giving Piortesenzth little room to manuver with his abilities. The old Hunter was cutting down burning spells, trying to shield the doors from the onslaught of magic coming from the [Warlord].

He might have gone for the kill—except for the eighteen barrier-spells, walls of magic that made an attack fruitless. Twice now, Piortesenzth had gone in with Deilfec, but he’d gotten down to four barriers before he had been forced to retreat or die.

“I’m going in. Don’t stop me this time.”

The old Hunter adjusted his blades, panting, smoke rising from his fangswords as he sensed this stalemate could only end in their defeat.

Vrek was laughing. Deilfec glowered.

“An arrow killed him? How? He’s powered up on the death magic far beyond he was in life. Hold! We have to—”

She spun as someone appeared behind her. Deilfec’s glare turned to wide eyes.

“Nicterise! What are you doing? Fall back!”

She thought the [Queen] was still raging and had come here unwisely. But the next moment, King Allorev had opened the doors wider, and Deilfec saw Duke Fiskren freeze, recoil—and Duchess Greina aim a crossbow at her. Then Greina saw Haeight trading blows with a Skeleton Captain who had gotten past the Royal Guard.

“Haeight! [Aura Bolt]!”

She fired instantly, and the bolt blew the skull apart. Haeight whirled—saw Greina, and froze.

“What is going—”

“There you are, [King] and [Queen] of Noelictus! Die! [Disintegration Ray]!”

Vrek pointed a finger at the Queen of Faces, and a ray of light shot from his fingertips. Nicterise spoke.

“[Aspect of Uncertainty: Distorted Reality].”

The thin, nearly-transparent beam of light wobbled and curved, hitting the stone near the door and destroying a perfect hole a fist in diameter. Nicterise recoiled, and voices behind her shouted.

“Undead! Lich!”

“No—what is going on?”

“The dead of Noelictus are rising?”

Fiskren howled. His eyes were wide with fear, and the cursing Vrek was replenishing his shields as the Hunters defended the royal family. Fiskren turned to Allorev, and the King of Hosts snapped.

“They have always been rising. For thousands of years! This is the truth of Noelictus! Deilfec, we need every Hunter you can spare to follow Seratoito and Cara!”

“Spare?”

Her voice was incredulous. Cursing, Allorev took cover.

“Then we’ll go ourselves with the army! We’ll spare everyone we can—”

“No one will hold me!”

Vrek was howling. He raised a hand, and flames bloomed overhead. Huntress Pictirm began firing wildly.

“[Covering Fire]! Anti-magic bolts! He’s throwing another firestorm! Take cover! Barrier spells!”

The laughing [Warlord] saw the Hunters take cover, even Piortesenzth, who couldn’t cut a literal storm. Even with these reinforcements, they had no hope! None!

Then the first crossbow bolt punched straight through all eighteen of his barriers, cracked across his armored skull, and made him recoil. The [Warlord] recoiled and looked ahead.

“How—”

Duchess Greina lowered her crossbow and winked. A bolt of lighting exploded midair on its way towards her. She called over her shoulder.

“It didn’t work!”

“Well, he’s wise to it now! Try again! [Key of Magic]!”

Princess Telleis aimed her rapier ahead, and Greina sighted. This time, Vrek saw her crossbow bolt pass through all his shields without touching them.

He twisted, and it passed through his barrier and blew a Crypt Lord’s head open. The [Warlord] caught himself.

“Samal! You will not kill me this time! I am your doom!”

“Noble Will! Prepare to fight! Rells, Nells, hold the line with the Hunters!”

Greina shouted. Her team charged forward, and the two Lizardfolk [Spearmasters] shouted.

“[Stabbity Stab]!”

“[Jabbity Jab]!”

Their stupid-sounding Skills still ran through a Draugr, and Haeight began hacking the impaled foe. Telleis leapt off the center walkway as another lightning bolt blasted at them.

“Forwards the spears! [Push the Ranks]!”

Vrek shouted, and his empowered undead surged forwards. The Hunters braced—and a man shouted back.

“[Nullify Charge]! [Spray Counterfire]!”

Duke Fiskren’s Skill slowed the undead, and Pictirm cackled as she fired three crossbow shots at once, each one explosive. Vrek’s glowing eye-flames turned into pinpoints of rage. Yet the Duke of Fiskren refused to look away.

“Hold the line! Hold, Landsreight! Or we all die! For the Kingdom of Shade!”

He planted his feet, raising a shield as he howled. His faith restored—he almost charged straight at the undead until King Allorev grabbed him.

“Don’t kill yourself, Duke! We need you—let the Royal Guard fight! Coordinate them!”

He pointed out the immortal soldiers to Fiskren as the Duke adjusted his charge. Now he saw his soldiers, the Duke began giving orders.

“[Advance: Tough as Nails]!”

“[F-Fight Hard, Soldiers]!”

Another member of the Landsreight waved a hand. Not all of them had powerful Skills, but they were throwing their power behind the Hunters and Royal Guard!

“Yes! [Aspect of Grief: Torrent of Tears]! If only we could use their soldiers!”

Nicterise conjured a wave of water, adding her powers to the fight. If they could—but the secret of Noelictus still had to be protected. She locked eyes with the Warlord as he pointed.

“Draugr! Chaaaarge!”

“Brace! Draugr!”

A hundred Draugr came barrelling out, one of his trump cards. The Hunters began shooting, trying to drag them down, but they smashed through the Royal Guard, and they were going to hit the Hunters. One roared, raising a fist to punch straight through Loshell’s head as the Veteran Hunter grappled with another Draugr—

Pure corded muscle. A body like steel. Even the five crossbow bolts in its head couldn’t bring it down, and a [Fireball] had barely done more than blow its other arm off. It swung a fist, fell over, and Vrek cursed.

“What?”

His Draugr was dead! It was cut at the waist, and the upper torso tried to crawl forwards before Haeight hacked the head off. A second Draugr charged past a figure walking forwards, and its head fell off. Someone murmured as he passed by Haeight.

“Yep, not Mothbears. One.”

He swung his sword, and Loshell’s foe collapsed, cut straight through the chest. The Veteran Hunter of Gluttony recoiled, and Rolairenes nodded.

“One.”

His sword swung again. He walked through a Draugr, bringing his sword down in a vertical slash that carried both halves to the side. He paused, resetting himself.

“One—”

A single strike. Even Piortesenzth looked vaguely incredulous as Rolare cleaved a fourth Draugr in two. He didn’t stop!

“[Blademaster].”

Vrek named Rolare—incorrectly. His burning gaze narrowed in fury, and he spoke.

“You th--thump—you’ve won, b—thumpthump—sound. Wh—thum—sound!?”

His voice and the orders he was screaming at his undead were being drowned out by something. The Hunters turned as they heard something loud behind them. Haeight looked up—and Yoitha began to hit her drums louder.

“Yoitha! Are you mad?”

Kadane was taking cover, shooting a wand wildly, but the Dwarf was slamming on the drums, just out of sight of the actual fighting. Her face was a mask of concentration.

The sound. It wasn’t there just to annoy the [Warlord]. Nicterise turned her head back—then she looked ahead, and her eyes widened.

“Of course!”

She saw what Yoitha was aiming at. The Dwarf was actually playing so hard that anyone not in her Skill—[Audience: Undamaged Hearing]—was actually being thrown off by the sound.

In this confined space? Some of the skeletons closest to her were actually rattling with the force of her playing. But that was just a bonus. The real power was in the black-clad puppets.

They were getting up faster. As Nicterise watched, the knitting thread of one of the Royal Guard snapped together, and it leapt into the fighting, healing twice as fast as before. Yes!

They were puppets! And Yoitha was playing.

[Melody of Repair]. Now, the momentum was swinging all the way back, but Vrek refused to give in.

“I will not be denied! You cannot stop me, you worthless Hunters! I was born in an age of legends! [Meteor Storm]!”

He raised his hands high overhead, ignoring one of Greina’s crossbow bolts that slammed into his chestplate. She didn’t have the power to damage him. So long as he was protected—

A glowing arrow shot across the Royal Crypt, passing through one of the falling meteors. It smashed through the chest of a zombie giant, struck Vrek’s barriers, and burned through five before it halted. The [Warlord] recoiled in shock.

King Itreimedes lowered his bow. He blinked.

“That thing blocked it.”

He stared at the Bow of Avel in mild shock. But that was nothing to the Revenant’s look of alarm.

“That—that is the Bow of Avel.”

He recognized the heir of Avel as King Ireimedes looked around. Duke Fiskren was turning, eyes wide with recognition, and the royal court of Avel was shouting, adding their abilities to the mix. But Itreimedes stood there, facing the crypt of undead.

“I have no idea what’s going on.”

He whispered. He really didn’t. But he did understand one thing. Here were the undead. Here—he looked at Allorev, Nicterise, and then Kadane and the Hunters, who turned to him. And the King of Bows stared at the Warlord Vrek, who had once been killed by an arrow.

Slowly, the Archer-King sighted down his bow and looked at a sea of undead.

“It’s a target gallery. And I’m allowed to shoot this bow as hard as can be? No—I must. At last. Bow of Avel! [Arrow of Kings]!”

The bow gleamed and then roared as Itreimedes fired an arrow that blew through ten more barriers. Vrek was retreating now, but the third arrow caught him in the back. He looked up as the King of Bows aimed an arrow at him with a smile.

“Oh. Thank you.”

The arrow blew Vrek’s skull to bits. Then—the Duke of Fiskren was roaring at the royal family.

“Go!”

“Hunters, to me! We go to Ovela! Deilfec—”

“We will hold here!”

The Guildmistress pointed, and Visc, Haeight, Pictirm, and Loshell ran after the Queen of Faces and King of Hosts. Kadane ran, and Duke Fiskren marshaled the Royal Guard forwards as King Itreimedes laughed like a maniac, firing arrows without pausing. Deilfec looked around as Rolare came to a panting standstill, and Yoitha stopped hammering on the drums as much. At last—the Guildmistress nodded at Piortesenzth, who touched his hat and went after the others.

Deilfec? She stopped one second, panting, then smiled.

“At last.”

She took a single moment to rest. Then she got back to work.

——

The city of Menorome was holding its breath. People were in the streets, ignoring the soldiers. They had to see how this ended.

There had been talk of storming the palace. But in support of whom? The Landsreight was not wrong. But nor could anyone exactly support them. It was a painful uncertainty, a sense that this should never have come to pass.

When the doors to the Palace of Shadows opened and a figure came riding out, people groaned.

Prince Seratoito. But was he fleeing or riding to celebrate, give orders to the army? Either way—people made to block his progress. Staring up at him with a look of betrayal the [Prince] deserved.

However, Seratoito seemed off. He was not riding cordially, sneering and half-smiling down at people. His hair was blowing, and he was riding fast, low to the horse, like an actual [Rider]. And behind him came Huntress Agshiga.

Was it civil war, then? Thousands of eyes followed him as the City of Repose lay dull by day, like a burnt-out candle. Where was he going?

Well, the only place he was welcome. The Hunter’s Guild. The corrupt [Prince] barged through the double-doors, not even bothering to get off his horse.

“Hunters! On your feet!”

Hunter Marvekh was sitting at the tables, keeping the peace between the Veteran Hunters and regular Hunters. When he saw the [Prince], he feared the worst.

The Veteran Hunters, on the other hand, stirred when they saw Seratoito enter. They knew him. They knew Agshiga, but they hesitated, wondering why he was here. They pretended not to know him—but the [Prince] raised his voice. Then, someone else burst through the doors.

Huntress Agshiga, and following her, clinging to her horse and swearing in Gaeilge—Cara. The [Prince] shouted.

“Are you deaf? I said, on your feet! The Tomb of Ovela is breached! To arms, Hunters!”

“What? The tomb of—”

The Veteran Hunters leapt to their feet, and the [Prince] was riding past the tables. He shouted down at Marvekh, whirled his horse to look at Ceinra, Withrel.

“Open the armories! Follow me! Deathhunt of the Guild! Are you Veteran Hunters or rookies? Get up and move!”

Then they were leaping to their feet. The Veteran Hunters of the Guild looked down as Agshiga produced something from her belt. She had a horn made of bone and blew it, a terrible, wailing scream. The Commander of the Deathhunt took a breath, then she shouted.

“Kingdom of Shade! Every Hunter who can hear, to me!”

“Wh—”

Ceinra couldn’t believe it. The Tomb of Ovela? Then she saw a pair of boots and recoiled as a Veteran Hunter leapt off the second floor, smashing straight through a table. More were vaulting off the second floor, and Ceinra was on her feet in the next second.

“Grab everything you can carry! To me! We ride now!”

The [Prince] barely waited another minute. Then he spun his horse, and every Hunter who’d found a horse was streaming out of the Guild of Hunters.

——

They emerged onto the streets, black-clad figures wearing hats, streaming after the [Prince]. And now, more were pouring out of every door in the guild, on foot, bundling sheafs of quarrels onto their packs, running, calling for horses, carriages.

The Hunter’s Guild. The citizens of Menorome saw the [Prince] shouting and heard the call.

“Ovela’s tomb is breached! Ailendamus has breached the tomb! An army of the dead is attacking! Hunters! Defend Noelictus!”

The female voice was screaming calamity! People groaned and cried out—yet why did their hearts lift? Perhaps it was the sight of so many Hunters, Veterans, rushing after Seratoito.

Then the doors of the palace opened, and the Queen of Faces was striding down, and the King of Hosts was shouting for his army. Members of the Landsreight, even Princess Kadane riding a giant spider and screaming at the top of her lungs.

“To Ovela! Ailendamus has destroyed the Tomb of Ovela! To arms, every Hunter of Noelictus!”

There was Queen Nicterise, her seasons fled, face alight with intensity, pointing, and the Hunters were streaming out of the City of Repose.

Oh, it sounded like a nightmare, but it had never felt so good. Why was that? The Hunters, the royal family thundering out of the city gates?

Like a story. And people listened as that voice called out joyfully. A woman on horseback, shouting as she rode past them, telling them the truth and nothing but the truth.

Cara O’Sullivan. The Singer was screaming the ‘news’ at the top of her lungs. The greatest liar there ever was or had been. Even Seratoito looked impressed.

One lie to spin it all. The Tomb of Ovela. Breached by Ailendamus. Cara caught Nicterise’s eye, and the Queen of Faces’ teeth were bared.

I can bring the Kingdom of Shade to an end. I can open any tomb in—Cara’s blood was pounding as Hunters ran to their one true duty, Veteran Hunters and ordinary Hunters, rejoicing.

Now, they just had to not be too late.

——

“The undead are attacking!”

At first, Baron Digneral thought that someone meant the ghosts. He was watching the fighting on the Ovelian Keep, watching ghosts beginning to vanish, victory in hand, when he realized something was wrong.

Even then, for a few crucial minutes, Digneral underestimated the threat. He knew undead. He had killed hordes of zombies, and he could even imagine Noelictus had ghoul packs by the hundred. One of the things he aimed to fix.

He had never dreamed of the sight of a giant made of bones smashing a club through his screaming troops. He looked up, and a Ghast, the flying version of a Ghoul, nearly tore his face off.

A mouth full of teeth choked on the Truegold blade he thrust through its bat-like face. Then he saw a Draugr catch a Drell Knight and break the armored figure in two, glass armor and all.

“Undead!”

There were tens of thousands and more pouring seemingly out of the ground every second. Zombies, running, eyes glowing, and Digneral realized, worse.

“Invisible Ghoul! Inv—”

A patch of moving air tore out someone’s throat as [Soldiers] hacked desperately at the air. A pale figure grabbed another [Soldier], and the poor woman froze up as a hand tore a throat out. The paralyzing touch of a Wight.

“To arms! Retreat! Fall back! The undead are attacking!”

The one person to regain his senses was Lord Uziel. He backed up, nursing two long cuts on his body as Arteis, panting, tried to pursue him. But then she looked around, saw a Draugr, and swung her blade through its head. When she whirled—Ailendamus was fighting for its life, falling back.

“Uziel!”

She screamed, but he had vanished. Then, Arteis saw three giant undead coming at the Ovelian Keep. One, the bone giant, was being attacked by Dalius. The second was a bounding Ghoul-type giant who leapt, then exploded as the Hammer of Ovela fired point-blank.

A burning stake blasted the giant off its feet, and the last one, face a mask of writhing maggot-things, each one biting, large enough to tear someone’s head off, loomed over the walls. It raised its fist—and Dame Merila tackled it.

She took the monstrosity off its feet, slamming it into the undead, then mounted its chest and began to punch the thing’s face in. She roared.

“Slaughter the undead! Hydra Knights!”

Her Order was giving battle, ignoring the Noelictans to fight a true, honorable foe on the side of the ghosts. Digneral? He was trying to hold his panicked army together.

——

Dalius had no idea what had happened. The Tomb of Ovela he knew, but how had the doors opened? It wasn’t even the doors being breached—he felt like the undead were coming up everywhere. As if they had been called to arms.

Whatever the reason, he realized it had saved Ovela. The Twins were fighting on their walls now, defending their home from the oldest of threats. Ailendamus was engaging a universal enemy, and he saw even Great Knight Gilaw punching heads off and slashing corpses with Dame Eclizza rather than going after them.

“Ghosts of Afiele! Do not let a single body cross towards the fields of Afiele! Halt them!”

He leapt off the walls, and the two hundred ghosts swept the battlefield, heedless of the danger, fighting with a fury to keep the dead from turning to their home.

——

How long Dalius fought, he didn’t know. The sun was setting as he continued to fight, knowing Ailendamus was fleeing, trying to keep the undead from their borders.

It was the end of the Kingdom of Shade. The truth—so many undead rising like this? He thought they were all doomed, but he heard a strange, nonsensical thing as he lifted his gore-splattered blade, staring at an army of the dead.

“Ailendamus has breached the Tomb of Ovela! To arms!”

“Ailendamus?”

No, they couldn’t have. The confused [Knight] thought someone was mistaken until he recognized that voice. Then he heard a familiar song. The [Knight] turned, and there she was.

Just like last time. Only, now, he was the one standing there. Cara swept towards him, and he saw an army at her back.

[Hunters]. They surged forwards, setting up barriers, throwing firebombs, and the Queen of Faces pointed a finger ahead.

“My Hunters! No more hiding in shadows! Noelictus needs your all. Fight!”

They had been waiting for this forever. Ser Dalius saw a [Hunter] dash past Nicterise holding an axe. Loshell swung, and everything around him vanished.

A [Hunter] of Fiskren who had joined the Duke to bring the crown to justice stopped and stared for a second—until Visc rode past him.

“Stop staring, rookie! [Trail of Starlight Blades]!”

He rode through the undead, stabbing dozens of times in every direction. Pictirm was covering the others, but she shouted.

“Someone watch the idiot Spider-Princess!”

She blew an undead away as a screaming Kadane, clinging to Toxivichere’s back, fired her wand as the Dreamcatcher Spider and Allorev’s friends overrode the undead, tearing at them.

The Hunters had arrived. Ser Dalius paused one moment and saw a long shadow leap at the largest undead, and Hunter Piortesenzth became a blur of blades, slashing a tall, tall undead without skin, eighteen feet tall and as thin as a rail, to pieces.

Behind him came a Hunter with two axes drawn, walking forwards with the light of secrets in her eyes. Madness—a controlled frenzy as Haeight threw herself into battle, Novice Hunters and rookies from other Guilds staring at her back.

All because of her. There was a [Singer], head thrown back, singing and turning the undead on each other. Hardly a huge part of the many Veteran Hunters slaughtering the undead. But she had given them this: their starring role.

A chance to be what they were, in the eyes of Noelictus. All because she was good at lying.

“Cara.”

Dalius smiled—then he whirled and charged into the fighting. He had to cover the mortals, and he saw a terrified [Princess] watching her [Knights] do battle. Princess Seraphel looked up as the ghosts joined Ser Dalimont, Dame Neranthei, and the other Thronebearers. The [Knight] saluted her, and the [Princess] lifted a hand and turned.

The King of Hosts had a rapier in hand, but he was mostly using it to watch his son and daughter and wife. Nicterise was using her Skills and aura—and Prince Seratoito was calmly hacking apart lesser undead as Agshiga followed Piortesenzth, her Deathunt a whirl of blades.

Stories.

——

That was not the end of the battle, of course. The Hunters had arrived almost a full half day after the ghosts, having set out as fast as possible for Ovela. And that was the fastest group; more Hunters and the army, horses, footmen, came streaming in day after day.

Their later arrival didn’t matter. Rather, the staggered reinforcements let the ones who had come first rest; there were that many undead to kill.

The Ovelian Keep and Twins got some of the worst of it, though the thick walls protected them, and the tireless ghosts kept any further breaches from occurring. The other major losses were, of course, Ailendamus.

Their vast army became beset from all sides, and the Baron’s full withdrawal came only after he realized all of Noelictus was converging on him. Even if he vanquished the undead—he now had to deal with the united armies of the Landsreight and the crown and the Hunter’s Guild.

His momentum was gone, in any case. The Queen of Faces had not been killed. The throne was intact. If anything, the Tomb of Ovela’s breach at the hands of Ailendamus had united the entire Kingdom of Shade in horror.

It was such a beautiful lie. It was the truth that allowed the Hunter’s Guild to take action, but did not violate Belavierr’s contract. And it let the Hunters be Hunters.

The sight of Visc hewing through undead after undead on a scrying orb rehabilitated the image of the Veteran Hunters to no end. It was not perfect; the fighting was bloody and awful, and the stink of corpses burning day after day had Cara sick.

But the Kingdom of Shade stood. It was battered, it was dark, and yes, parts of it were highly unpleasant, but there was the royal family.

King Allorev, serving his noodles to tired [Hunters], telling jokes; Kadane, shyly thanking soldiers and Hunters; Prince Seratoito, striding after Agshiga, who took lead, throwing herself back into the fray time and time again; and the Queen of Faces, Nicterise.

Even Prince Gedal, Culin, and Sasi, who should not be near a warzone. But Seraphel was guarding them with her life, and when Nicterise held her son up to show him the battlefield—well, there was something macabre about the way she smiled.

“This is the duty of Noelictus’ rulers, Gedal.”

“Welcome to the family work.”

Seratoito joked. And the little boy nodded solemnly at Culin, who took his hand.

“We’ll be safe with Ser Dalius. There he is, see?”

Sasi just grabbed Cara and refused to let go, and by this point, Duchess Grishen was on the battlefield with her house troops, keeping the undead from flooding towards House Ladel. And there were, Cara realized to her heartbreak, even warriors from Afiele.

Idelt, Violetta, and the villagers who had endured the siege had come to make sure the tragedy of Afiele didn’t repeat. Cara stared at them until a pair of hands pushed her.

“Hey! Who—”

She thought it might be Yoitha or Rolare, but they were keeping the undead suppressed in the capital’s palace. The person who had pushed her gave her a second shove. Fairly hard.

“Go on. I’ve heard you crying about them at night for at least a month. Go greet them.”

“Elena! But I—”

The [Hairdresser] wasn’t smiling. She was allowed to not smile, and she looked exasperated as she raised an eyebrow.

“Got a problem with me giving you orders for once? You’d better not. I have a lot to say, and I can now express how I feel. Which means I’ll kick you if you don’t go down and greet them!”

Then she practically pushed Cara downhill, looking so relieved to have her body back that she savored even small things like eating, scratching an itch, and bullying Cara.

And of course, that was just the battle.

——

It would be weeks of Hunters combing Ovela for the last undead after the Tomb of Ovela had been breached. As battles went, killing all the undead of the tomb was a costly one.

Yet. It made the Kingdom of Noelictus stronger. The Landsreight had formally retracted their motions, and Hunters had been restored their respect. The news from the palace was also good.

“We’re doing away with Hunter’s Cards and the system of indulgences. There will still be secrets, but no more of Veteran Hunters killing themselves with their sins.”

“How will you keep recruiting them?”

Queen Nicterise sat on her throne, speaking to Cara.

“We will do as Huntress Haeight once did—send Veteran Hunters recruiting. Make them examples, rather than objects to be revealed. It may be—no, I suspect it will lower their overall levels slightly. Belavierr may be a monster, but she knew how to make our Veteran Hunters strong. This is healthier, though.”

“What is most effective isn’t always healthy?”

Nicterise smiled briefly.

“Yes. A distinction my forebears never made. There is a time for harshness and sacrifice—but we are using the excuse of Ovela for all we can. Under this pretext, Hunters ‘investigating’ other Tombs is easier.”

“And the Royal Crypt?”

Nicterise shrugged. She stared past Cara at the Court of Dusk and the Landsreight, who turned to watch her now and then. They had the truth of Noelictus in their eyes, and it would break some, weigh heavy on others. But those like Duke Fiskren were glad of it, and the new weight on his shoulders seemed more like a relief than the uncertainty of before. She nodded slowly to herself.

“Our problems will not vanish overnight, Cara. But we have new allies. Ser Dalius and his ghosts are tireless, and with Guildmistress Deilfec and Agshiga, they are devising ways to safely clear entire tombs. As for the Royal Crypt, we have an unexpected ally.”

“…Rolare?”

The Queen of Faces snorted.

“Him? The half-Elf can cut arrows in half, but he’s rather fragile. No, I meant the King of Bows. Itreimedes has been down there every night. He claims it’s good stress relief.”

“Wait, he’s been firing his bow every night? That’s not a euphemism, either, right?”

“Yes. I think it might do him wonders. It makes me think I should have trusted him sooner, but I had little control of my mind, and Liletrec…”

Nicterise looked weary, then, and sad. Years of being manipulated had left her scarred, and Cara wouldn’t blame her if she never trusted a servant the same way again. Nor was she free of her seasons, but she was far, far better than she’d been.

“So what comes next?”

For answer, the King of Hosts produced a song crystal and tapped it. Cara turned red as her own voice came from it. He beamed at her.

“Well, for starters, I hear your manager has tours lined up for you. It doesn’t hurt to have the King of Hosts, that handsome, well-connected man, recommend these to all his friends…they’re already a hit in Kaaz, you know.”

Nicterise rolled her eyes, but indulgently.

“He really is a fan of some of your music, you know. I imagine you may find fame—but you are welcome in the Kingdom of Shade. Truly, things are well.”

She smiled, but with that edge to it that told Cara she had a reserve. After all—the Baron of Ailendamus was not dead. Winter had begun, and yet she doubted he would cease his ambitions. She hoped he would see how impossible it was to take Noelictus, but she had fears.

——

Baron Digneral knelt before an odd gathering in Ailendamus. The truth of his Kingdom of Glass and Glory sat around, not in some secret cabal, but in a grove tended by the Magistrate Fithea. But she looked—different.

Not like a Dwarf, but a living tree, eyes aglow with magic. Dryad. And her company were also familiar in voice, but not in nature.

“Alright. Let’s recap what, exactly, went wrong. Viscount Visophecin, explain yourself.”

The leader of this group was haughty, angry beyond belief, but inclined to reason. It was the Viscount who bowed.

“Three things, and I shall let our good Baron give his perspective. But the first was the presence of the ghosts. The second? Whatever undead issue the tombs are afflicted with; a lack of understanding of the true nature of the palace. And the third…”

“The Landsreight not being susceptible to your games? The Hunter’s Guild being actually fairly adept? Your wretched informant being rather loyal after all?”

The snide comment came from Rhisveri, and Visophecin paused. His crimson eyes glittered.

“No. The involvement of a rather dangerous individual most of us know. The Spider.”

The room went quiet, and the great leader of Ailendamus, Duke Rhisveri, opened his slitted pupils.

“That…may be a problem.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps an opportunity. It seems she may no longer be happy with her arrangements. I have received an offer—”

“Burn it. No deals with the Witch of Webs.”

Fithea interrupted urgently, and Gilaw cawed in her true form. Digneral’s skin prickled as Rhisveri swung his head to him.

“I suppose the Baron can be forgiven for not delivering a victory. But we cannot abandon plans so easily. Let’s let him speak—and if need be, I will consider reactivating Great General Dionamella. Noelictus, then the Dawn Concordat. Stick to the plan. Now, approach, Baron Digneral. The Immortals of Ailendamus will hear their newest servant.”

——

Plotting continued. The Spider was unhappy with her deal. The Kingdom of Glass and Glory had not given up, and secrets had been revealed.

Arteis had said nothing after her battle, except to say that a great, and confusing, truth had been revealed to her. She seemed shaken, uncertain of what to do, and had gone off to think.

Cara hoped that war with Ailendamus wouldn’t continue. She was no good soldier after all, and she didn’t like pretending. Instead, she focused on her potential career; Wistram wanted her to visit, and Elena was sticking with her.

“We should make a band, Cara. You can be our [Singer]. Our…star. You’re already a celebrity. That’s how we’ll find more Earthers.”

“That’s a stupid name. Who came up with that?”

“Aaron, apparently.”

“Gross.”

The two were sitting together, and Elena sat in the City of Repose, staring at a cup of tea and sometimes flinching. Whenever a Helpful Servant came by, which was often.

She had to heal from her ordeal, and this might not be the right place for her. But Cara had the Synphasia, and even if she was touring, she had so many people in Noelictus she cared for.

“I can’t just leave, Elena. Culin and Sasi don’t want me to leave. Culin threatened to send Ser Dalius after me, and Seraphel’s still married to that bastard, Fallien. Nicterise insisted Seraphel stay with her, but unless she can unmarry the two—do you think royalty can do that?”

“Uh…I’ve never heard of that, but that’d be a victory for royalty.”

“A rare one. Now I’m chums with two—no, two kingdoms and a [Princess].”

“I knew you were a monarchist.”

“Fuck you.”

They were laughing, and for now, that was enough. Cara sat there, taking in deep breaths.

“We made it.”

“Yes. Until midwinter.”

Why did she say that? Elena gave Cara a troubled look. Elena had seen something, though she claimed she barely remembered what. It made Cara nervous. They had never worked out why the ghosts went missing, and Elena?

“—I think our guests are here. Cara, you sure you want to do this? I’ll do it myself. You’ve suffered enough.”

“Eh. I like making enemies. And if you’re doing this—I’ll be right with you, Elena. That’s all I can do. I’ll never let go.”

Cara squeezed Elena’s arm, and the [Hairdresser] nodded.

“I know.”

She took a breath, then stood and forced a smile—then decided she didn’t need to.

“Thanks for meeting with me. I’m Elena.”

Someone gasped softly, and Cara saw how stunned the guests were, like everyone was when they met Elena properly. The girl from Greece was nothing like the mindless puppet. She had desires, wants—and Cara would help her.

But she had nightmares, and Cara had actually bunked with her despite them having more than enough rooms because Elena would wake screaming some nights. She looked haunted, but she had the resolve to do this.

“I didn’t think I’d ever hear a Helpful Servant say that. Excuse me—former. What mad deal freed you? The Stitch Witch never frees her servants.”

Foreign Hunter Tagil, Hunter Sylind, and Ser Raim sat down slowly. They were tired; they’d helped hunt undead after seeing the tombs breached, and Ser Raim looked as weary as ever. But his eyes were fixed on Elena.

“I…I’ll tell you everything. It involves Cara and the secrets of Noelictus. We should do it in private.”

“Secrecy spells up. But if it involves the Spider—can you tell us anything?”

Sylind leaned over. She expected nothing, but Elena gave her the ghost of a smile. She turned to Ser Raim, and the [Knight]’s eyes locked on her face, and he stopped blinking.

“Tell me, honestly. How dangerous is she? If you could find her, face-to-face, would you have a chance?”

Tagil ran a hand through his hair.

“If we had all the time to prepare and set a trap and she walked into it…she might still wipe us out. She might take on the entire Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus. But we have more allies than that. We would try. Why? Did you remember or see anything that could help us?”

They all leaned forwards, and Elena shot Cara a glance. She took one deep breath, then another.

“I had a strange dream—but that wasn’t Belavierr. If you’re talking about anything I got from her…no, I never looked into her mind, and I was never anywhere but around Menorome. I was just a fly in her web. It’s everywhere, in the Helpful Servants, in the very land—if she keeps doing this, all of Noelictus will be in her webs.”

The Hunters sighed, and Ser Raim nodded. But he was still watching her. Elena licked her lips.

“I don’t know—it could be a trick, but I don’t think she ever thought anyone would ever get free of her. And she doesn’t think we can do anything. I remember her contempt for me. So this may be a trap. But if not…when I was a Helpful Servant, I could see the threads that bound me. All that emotion I took? I sent it somewhere.”

Tagil’s head slowly rose, and Sylind’s breath caught.

“Wait. Do you mean—?”

Elena slowly pointed, and their heads turned

“I could tell you exactly where it points. Just to the right of those mountains, and if I’m in Ovela—I could even tell, vaguely, where the strings ended. I think—I think that’s where her lair is.”

Then Cara saw it. Ser Raim’s eyes, empty, ignited, and she felt a flame begin to burn as the Foreign Hunters sat there. Tagil found his voice after a long moment and whispered.

“Then, at last, we have a place. The hunt for the Spider begins. No—it may finally end. Let’s find a place to talk.”

They rose, and Cara stood. Stretching in the faint light. She didn’t know what would happen next, but the [Singer] brushed at her hair and looked at Elena’s determined face. Whatever happened next, she thought of her friends, Haeight, Seraphel, Yoitha, Rolare.

Whatever the future of Noelictus held, she was sure she would be tangled up in it. But perhaps that was okay. For if the singer called loud enough, there would always be a Hunter.

End of Warsong.
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