

  

    

  




  “I didn’t fail the audition, go fuck yourself.” 


  She snapped into her smartphone. Someone was laughing at her. A few heads turned as a young woman stormed out of the theater and onto the streets of Galway. 


  “Listen—no, shut up and listen, Sam. First off, it’s not an ‘audition.’ They don’t do cattle calls anymore. I was at a callback. I sent in my tapes and I got a callback. I was one of three for the leading role, understand?” 


  Her boots kicked onto the pavement as she strode through a blinking crosswalk. A huge scowl was set on her face, and her brown ponytail bounced with each stomp. 


  “I. Didn’t. Fail. I walked out. What?” 


  She listened to the voice on the other end. 


  “No, I wasn’t intimidated. I can sing better than both the other two. I left because—I hated the main character. I was going to fail. So I cut myself. I couldn’t see myself doing the part. She’s too idealistic. It’s not a realistic story.” 


  One hand ran her fingers through her hair. Trimmed. She’d gotten dressed up for today. Audition clothing casual; t-shirt and jeans, nothing fancy. You were the star, not the clothing. But she had prepped and been memorizing her lines on the bus ride over. All gone to waste. 


  “It’s a sappy lead. She’s supposed to be this ingenue who has a dream, gets it crushed, and then her hero swoops in. Only, it’s not a guy so it’s progressively amazing. It’s…” 


  She stared up at the sky as she came to a second crosswalk, seamlessly joining the other people waiting for the light to change. They ignored her. The young woman’s lips moved. 


  “Unrealistic. You’re not getting that hero. And she’s not the heroine. She’s some dumb kid who gets lucky the entire way through. That doesn’t happen in real life, and this is supposed to be a realistic musical. You know what I mean. You don’t get random heroes, Sam. Or if you do, it’s a bad story.” 


  The young woman stopped. For a second, her face twisted up and she closed her eyes. 


  “It’s…not real. You know what I mean, Sam. I couldn’t do it. I know it’s acting but I couldn’t. I really wanted the role…” 


  The voice on the other end turned instantly sympathetic, and she turned snappish. 


  “It’s my fault. I take responsibility. And don’t tell me there’s next time! You get one shot!” 


  She was still annoyed with herself. Or rather—all that effort gone to waste. What next? Get home, wash off makeup, compose a message for when her parents inevitably called and asked, ‘did you get the role’? Sam was the test case. 


  “I wasn’t psyched out. I just…I hated her guts so much I knew if I got on stage, I’d make such a bad impression the director and company probably wouldn’t want me again. I just had to listen to her lines and it hit me. I’d be scowling the entire way through. She doesn’t exist. It was just—” 


  She sighed as the light changed. The young woman saw a crowd take off across the street but she lingered for a moment. Then she took a step. 


  “Unrealis—” 


  Her foot never hit the ground. The young woman took the wrong step off the sidewalk on the streets of Galway, Ireland. 


  Straight into another world. 




  1.00 P 


  She fell into another world. Mid-step, walking off the sidewalk onto the street, she put her foot down on nothing but air. 


  She fell out of the day and into a void, a shout of surprise on her lips. The smartphone in her hand glowed as she fell, ear buds still playing a hangup tone back to her. 


  The light from her world was there for just a second. And in that brief window before the gateway between worlds closed, she could see she was falling down into a vast tomb. 


  Falling. Falling, through the air. For a moment, less than a microsecond, the world was illuminated. The ceiling, vastly high above her, the ground, worryingly distant as well. A seemingly endless tomb—a thousand feet below— 


  She started screaming but the thump as she hit the stone floor knocked the wind out of her. 


  For a moment, the girl from Ireland just lay there. The light was gone. The darkness, absolute, but for a slight glow from the old, battered iPhone she’d been carrying. The traveller lay there for a second in pure shock. 


  “What the fecking fuck? How the—what? What? What the f—” 


  She had a tendency to swear when she got upset. Which was sometimes often. The young woman pushed herself up. She wheezed; the impact had bruised her gently, but she was alive. And now— 


  It was dark. Her iPhone lay on the ground, cushioned from the fall by her much less expensive body. 


  That was something. 


  “Fecking manholes. What in the shite is happening here? I could have sworn I was—what happened? 


  What?” 


  She hadn’t seen a subterranean hole when she fell and she felt certain she should have broken more bones. 


  “Hey! Can anyone hear me? I fell and—Sam? Are you there? Sam? Hello?” 


  Her voice cut off as her fumbling fingers activated her smartphone and the beam of light illuminated—


  everything. 


  A tomb. Vast, and at first, featureless. Something so monumental that it deserved another name. The girl looked around, shifting her glowing electronics to flashlight-mode to better see. 


  And she did. 


  She had fallen out of the air, not come in through the ceiling. There was no other explanation for it; the ceiling was so high above her it was invisible. She could only see the walls creeping up until the darkness consumed them. Her flashlight’s light was weak in such a vast space, but the place was so perfectly dark that even a mote of light held power. 


  At first, it seemed like she was standing in the middle of an odd art exhibit. Or…some kind of surreal park with benches. 


  Only—stone benches. Until she realized that those flat, square things were graves, reaching up to her midriff in height. Her skin crawled. The young woman swung her flashlight and the shadows danced crazily. 


  She flinched; each casket cast a long shadow. They creeped across the floor, lengthening, trembling with her hand’s slightest movements. The longer she stared at them— 


  The more it seemed like something was moving. If she stared too long, she had the feeling something was crouched behind one of the shadows, peeking out. 


  “Bloody hell.” 


  She was in a crypt. A mausoleum. No, a—a catacombs? An ossuary? 


  There were caskets. Tombs. Each one made of stone, sealed by heavy stone lids. Separated by a dozen feet for each—a curiously open design. 


  And each one large, larger than a Human body needed. And a body could be crammed into very sparse compartments if need be. 


  She was in a crypt of the dead. The very walls were hollowed out in alcoves, multiple floors by which the dead could be stored in their very inefficient patterns. The young Irish woman shivered. She turned around. 


  “If this is a prank…” 


  Her voice trailed off. She couldn’t imagine that, as easy as it was to jump to a trick as a logical reality. 


  She was suspicious by nature. But this was too vast. Either she had been hit on the head and this was a dream— 


  Or she was looking at tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions of graves within this immense catacombs. How had this happened? For a moment—she just stared. Her glowing phone swept around, and she felt the artificial light was unwanted in this solemn place. 


  An intrusion. 


  One light in the darkness as vast as…she looked up. Above her, a ceiling so tall that it seemed to be a sky unto itself. She only knew it was a ceiling because there was no light; no stars or even the hint of them behind clouds if it were night, and no daylight. 


  “Where am I?” 


  Ireland had no catacombs like this. She was certain. 


  This…this was beautiful. And terrifying. The young woman looked around. But the darkness was absolute. And no matter where she swung her flashlight—all she saw was more dark stone. 


  “Hello? Can anyone hear me? Sam?” 


  She tried to make a call, but saw she was out of range of any service. So she raised her phone like a flashlight instead. 


  The beam of light spread out, growing wider and wider in the perfect silence and darkness. 


  Illuminating…sarcophagi. Closed caskets. No living people. That was almost a relief. Because this was the kind of place serial killers and nightmares lurked. 


  Tricks of the mind? She had the distinct impression she was being… 


  Watched. The young woman’s head swung around rapidly. Shock was fading from her veins as mortal panic began to set in. The sky was gone. She had just been walking down the street, having failed her audition—and now she was here. 


  It was natural to panic. Or think this was some kind of—nightmare. The first thing the girl did was slap herself. Hard. 


  “Ow.” 


  The crack of flesh on flesh was loud in the silence. Somehow—reassuring. She rubbed her cheek. She felt the stinging pain, and believed this was reality. 


  She inhaled deeply; it smelled of dust down here. Dust and stone and— 


  Not actual death, or the mortification of corpses. That was a relief. Actually—there was this old, herbal smell in the air. And there was air to breathe. 


  But no wind. The young woman began to panic again. 


  “Hello? If this is a joke, I’m not laughing! Can anyone hear me? Hellooooo—” 


  She shone her phone up desperately. But there was no sign of anything that could point to how she had fallen. And the ceiling was so high up—if she had fallen the entire way, she would have splattered her entire body across the ground and thus joined the inhabitants of this place. 


  What had happened? For a second, she panicked again. Then she slapped her cheeks again. 


  “Focus, Sid—” 


  She growled. She wasn’t a child. She was twenty five, damn it. A respectable…sometimes unemployed…member of society. She had work sometimes. She was an actor! She might not have graduated from university, but who needed that racket? 


  She wasn’t helpless. The first thing she did after the immediate panic was to check her phone. 


  “No reception.” 


  She sighed. But part of her had expected that. If she was far underground, she’d be out of the range of cell service. On the other hand—her mind was now beginning to process past shock. This could be aboveground too. It only felt like an underground vault. The lack of sunlight proved nothing. 


  How did I take one step onto the street and end up in the air in here, though? That was what strained her mind’s ability to process. It was like…magic. The young woman shook her head rapidly. No, that was not where she was jumping first. 


  “Believe nothing. If this is some kind of trick, I—I’ll find a knife. And stab someone.” 


  She growled. Violence wasn’t her first resort. She was faster with her mouth than fists, and faster with her feet than either. But staying angry helped. 


  “Hey! What’s happening? Can anyone explain this? Is anyone…here?” 


  Her voice faltered as she looked around. But no one answered. The oppressive silence began to weigh on her. Slowly, the intruder spun around once more. But everything was so organized. So similar. 


  “I guess…I’ve got to do something.” 


  That was her only conclusion. So the young woman began walking. Left, not that the direction mattered. 


  The walls of the tomb indicated it was a very long, horizontal area, whatever that meant. So she walked left—which was right by another frame of reference—between the endless, identical rows of graves. 


  How had she entered this world? She walked and tried to figure out how she had come here. To find a logical answer. It was that— 


  Or scream. 


  


  —— 


  


  Four hours later—the visitor stopped. She looked around. 


  “Fuck. This place is big.” 


  It wasn’t the most…astute of observations. But after four hours of walking—running—shouting—she was convinced it was accurate. 


  Everything looked the same. At first, she’d been convinced she’d find something after only a while. But the tomb hadn’t changed. 


  It was so large. Who could make something like this? After four hours, the intruder, for she was both visitor and intruder, had a few observations. 


  “This floor isn’t right.” 


  She squatted down and stared at the floor, narrow-eyed. It was too…rough. If that made sense. Not rough, rough, like crudely hewn stone. It didn’t have that smooth look that would result from power tools carving their way through stone. There were blocks making up the floor, and each one seemed—


  hand-carved. 


  “But that would be insane.” 


  The actress from Ireland swept her phone’s flashlight across the floor—and then turned it off. She was running low on battery. Well—she actually had 55% power. But she had started with 71% and she was suddenly conscious that she was probably far from a charging port. Let alone her apartment. 


  The darkness was absolute when the iPhone turned off. But she was no coward. 


  Okay, if someone snuck up on her she’d probably need new pants and ten years of therapy, but she could at least handle being in the dark. 


  Okay, she was just barely able to keep from screaming. 


  Fine, she’d screamed for a few minutes but her throat hurt too much to keep it up. And besides, no one had come to help her. 


  And she needed to keep her iPhone alive. So—that brief inspection confirmed what she had noticed. 


  She ran her hands across the ground, feeling where chisel marks had tried to create near-smoothness. 


  “Hand-carved. And that’s one block. How…? And how?” 


  She moved left and touched a tomb. She didn’t recoil as she had the first hundred times she’d touched the slabs of dark stone. This time she felt at it, muttering to herself. 


  She didn’t pray for the forgiveness of whomever’s grave she was intruding upon. She wasn’t religious. 


  But she still apologized. 


  “Sorry, friend. I need to check something.” 


  Aha. In the darkness, her fingers found little engravings on the front of the tomb. The iPhone was retrieved. She flicked it on for twenty seconds and read. 


  “Secaris Ladel IV. Son of Secaris III, beloved son of Daeltren, died as he lived in earnest work. Survived by two daughters; died of heartbreak after disease took his wife. [Farmer], Level 23. What the hell?” 


  It made no sense. Part of it did—it was clearly the equivalent of a plaque. A memorial for the dead. This man had been a decent fellow: a farmer. But, why was he called a [Farmer]? 


  They’d even put it in brackets. And—Level? Was this some sort of…game? 


  The young woman hadn’t grown up with video games, not exactly, but she had a passing familiarity from the few she’d tried. Someone had tried to get her to play Dungeons and Dragons and this all sounded…too familiar. In the darkness, she frowned. 


  “Someone is pulling my leg. It can’t be—” 


  She moved left. After a dozen feet—or three metres, the proper way of measuring it—she reached another tomb. Bumped her knee. Cursed—and then turned on her iPhone for another look. 


  “Aidai. Daughter of Shamei. Wife of Secaris IV. Fuck. That’s not good. Let’s see…beloved daughter…survived by her husband…and leaving two daughters behind? The plague? Is this from The Black Death? [Farmer], Level 14? [Midwife], Level 18? What is this garbage?” 


  But after the sixth tomb that listed names and levels, she began to believe. In the darkness, the young woman shivered. The tombs were all alike. 


  They listed names, relations, cause of death—from old age to sickness, to, in one case—monster attack? 


  And then the levels of the deceased. As if that were just a fact of life. She…didn’t know what to think. 


  “Let’s see, Sid. If this is some kind of joke—someone spent a lot of money on it.” 


  To test her theory, she had run straight ahead until she was tired and then checked another tomb. But they were all the same. 


  “Lord Merigal…fell to Goblin treachery…Level 38…Goblins?” 


  They were all tombs. If she was in some kind of—of—simulation, a prank, or experiment, it was hard to imagine what for. 


  Which made it even more disturbing to think this was reality. But what else could explain this? Sid—


  well, that was her nickname—shivered. Panic was setting in again. 


  But she could not panic. Not now. She took a breath, and then another, as if she were about to go on stage. 


  “Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player/That struts and frets his hour upon stage.” 


  Her voice was hoarse from shouting and muttering to herself without water. But the lines were solid. 


  Memorized. Macbeth. Act 5, Scene 5, Page 2. Hold for the applause. 


  Sid held for the applause. It never came. But the process of making herself an actor helped her. The recitation, the performance, kept her from being a terrified young woman, alone and screaming in the dark. It was all she had. 


  She was, after all, a theater girl. She’d been leaving an audition. 


  Well, they’d know she’d left and assume she was going home. No one would notice for a long time. Sam might, but she’d assume the young woman would call her back or gotten angry and hung up. Why would she sound the alarm today? Maybe tomorrow. Maybe. 


  Her parents? They’d call at the end of the week to see if she’d gotten the part. But if she didn’t reply, how long would it take to check for her? The landlord was more likely to check—her rent was due in three days. 


  Even so—he’d just toss her stuff out. She wasn’t exactly the most sought-after performer. She was a small-time girl from Ireland. Not the star she wanted to be. She was… 


  Who will look for me? Her head rested on the lid of the tomb for a moment. Then she pulled herself up. 


  “No. This isn’t where I die. I’ll find a way out. This—this has to be a trick of some kind!” 


  Her calm conclusion after four hours was that this might be some kind of…trap. And that someone was stalking her among the tombs, in their sick and twisted world. And she was going to die if she couldn’t find a weapon, or a way to survive. 


  Either that—or she’d gone nutters. All the failures of her auditioning had caught up to her. Which would be odd; she had performed in some good plays! She wasn’t happy that she wasn’t a star, but she was putting the effort in, getting her name out there, learning. Why would she have gone mad now? 


  Which left only one option. That if this was not some kind of trick, or a delusion of the mind, this tomb, the letters on the stone coffin, all of it, was real. 


  She didn’t know which option she preferred. A trick, probably. She didn’t want to be insane. As for reality? 


  “I’m not the right person for an adventure. I’m too old to be a wizard, or whatever, and I’m pursuing a career in theatre. That’s not the same as fantasy.” 


  She informed the silent audience of the dead. She was a fan of the stage. 


  “You hear me? If this is a prank—” 


  The intruder took a deep breath. There was one thing she hadn’t checked yet. And that was how far the designers of this…game were willing to take things. She stepped around the coffin. 


  “Huh. Heavy lid.” 


  As if the designers were afraid the dead would up and walk off. Not—not a pleasant thought, actually. 


  You could almost believe it down here. It was so heavy that even when she threw her weight across the lid, she barely shifted it. 


  “Sorry. But I have to know. There’s no way this is real.” 


  She informed the grave. After a moment the young woman caught her breath and pushed. 


  Six minutes passed. By millimeters, by desperate strength and panic, the lid moved. So slightly. But enough. She felt a small opening. The intruder looked down, reached for her iPhone with shaking hands. 


  “Phew. I bet they can’t fake—oh god.” 


  The light illuminated a sliver into the stone casket. But a sliver was enough. The young Irish woman recoiled. She saw an emaciated—the dead flesh just lay there as the young woman— 


  “Oh god. Oh god.” 


  For a second, she stood there. Staring at what she was sure couldn’t be faked. It was too—real. It smelled. The corpse had been embalmed before it lay there. And someone had placed something on the chest. That was what sold it for her. 


  The little doll, and the flower, crudely made. Partly-disintegrated by time. Flakes of paint and a wilted mass of petals and organic decay. She stared at the corpse. She screamed. And then she fled. 


  And she believed. 


  Long after she’d fled, something found the opened coffin. It studied the disturbed grave, then replaced the stone lid. It turned, following the only sound to break the silence of this place in ages. Besides the damn mice, of course. 


  


  —— 


  


  Nine hours. 


  Nine hours later, the screaming was done. The panic ended. Exhaustion had set in. 


  And lack of water. She trudged through the darkness, afraid to turn on her iPhone. She was tired. 


  Hungry. Thirsty. 


  Lost. 


  But she believed. 


  “What is happening? Where am I? I was just walking—there’s no way.” 


  A hallucination. She had stepped onto the street. Either it was some kind of amnesia that prevented her from remembering what had come after—or—or— 


  “Magic.” 


  But that was impossible. She knew it. She was a realist. The magic existed on the stage. Magic didn’t exist on Earth. Miracles didn’t happen. Hard work was the only thing that worked, and people loved to call it ‘magic’. But ‘magic’ just meant things that they were too lazy to accomplish themselves. Magic was… 


  The tombs were the same. But not the same. She walked past rows of them, down the center aisle. But they told a story. If you stopped, as she did, to check them—they told a story. 


  “Iscle Ladel, parents unknown. Descendants unknown. Died as he lived, in disgrace. A [Thief]. Let death abate his sins. [Thief], Level Unknown.” 


  She read dully from one lid. Not only the good were buried here. And someone had given this man a mercy. So—[Thief] was a class too. 


  It made sense. Her iPhone was at 46%, despite her best efforts. But she had read from countless tombs. 


  And if her throat was parched—she had learned something. 


  [Farmer]. [Baker]. [Butcher]. And yes—the candlestick-maker. He was called a [Chandler]. But there were other—classes. [Warrior]. [Scout]. [Mage]. [Ruffian]. [Gravetender]. [Carer]—perhaps a nanny? 


  And…rarely—more unique names. 


  [Death Warrior]. [Necromancer]. [Lightkeeper]. 


  These…professions described the life the person had led. The levels were seldom above 20; she had only seen two that reached above Level 30. But people had one, or two, or even three classes. 


  “[Farmer]. What does it mean?” 


  It meant…well, it sounded like a game. Not one that she had ever played. But a game nonetheless. Who would write the names with such sincerity if it didn’t matter? Now she wished she’d played more such games. This was not an app game on your phone. This was… 


  Her hair stirred in the darkness. The young woman’s plodding pace slowed further. Her mouth was dry. 


  Her body heavy. 


  She was so thirsty. The fear and panic of her situation had turned into the primal, urgent need for sustenance. She couldn’t even be afraid. 


  No—that wasn’t right. She was terrified she might die here. The young woman panted as she sat on a tomb, past caring for the deads’ wishes. They wouldn’t begrudge her for a rest. Not when she might soon join them. 


  “But who’ll bury me? Who made this place?” 


  Something was…apparent. Dust lay on the ground. Not much; the stone had little to give. But dust still lay there. And the intruder had a terrible suspicion. 


  “I’m going the wrong way.” 


  She coughed. The dust was heavier, here. Undisturbed—the two times she’d turned on her light. That meant—she was walking deeper into the tomb. 


  Imagine it. Someone building this place. They’d leave the older parts undisturbed except to maybe maintain it. Yet the dust indicated no one had set foot in this place for a long time. And if it was growing thicker…it meant she was going the wrong way. 


  But…had she been going the wrong way for nine hours? A light covering of dust lay on the floor. And her footprints were the only ones, heading one way. 


  She knelt, then. On the floor. She just sat down and screamed, though it was only a whisper in her exhaustion. 


  “What is happening?” 


  One moment of weakness. Tears in her eyes. She shouted into the oblivion of night. Save me. Someone speak to me. 


  But she was alone. And her voice echoed and echoed—until she almost imagined the words changed. 


  She sat there, covering her face. 


  She should have realized it by the dead couple. The wife had died before her husband, not after. No dates. 


  “I’m going the wrong way.” 


  Despair enveloped her. She could have lain there forever, against the cool floor. 


  But something made her rise. Slowly, the young woman stood up and turned around. Not because she had hopes she could easily travel back the way she’d come. No—nor the thought that this was some elaborate prank and safety awaited. 


  Just a cold certainty, born of her beliefs. 


  There was no one who would rescue her. No heroes, no saviors. Just her. If she wanted to live, she had to move. 


  It was an agony to stand up. Like forcing yourself to rise out of bed when you were exhausted and would have given anything for an hour of sleep, but worse than even that. Yet—it was that or lie down and die. 


  So she stood. The darkness grew more absolute. And her fears began to creep up on her. She felt like she was being watched as she turned and plodded back the way she’d come. 


  And she was. Something watched from afar. She had not disturbed any more coffins, any more graves. 


  Perhaps it was wisest to watch. She seemed helpless. She would die soon. And that would be that. 


  It would bury her, here. With all the others. That was its purpose—to guard and wait. The living had no place here. She was the only living thing here. 


  Again, except for the mice. The young woman realized they might be edible. She stumbled towards one peeking out from behind a coffin and realized— 


  It was dead. The desiccated corpse stared up at her. The mouse had starved to death. 


  


  —— 


  


  Sixteen hours later. She passed back the way she’d come. She had slept. Fallen, really, and gotten back up. 


  Desperation kept her moving. She was so tired. She’d slept lacking water, and her stomach had stopped rumbling, which was a bad sign. She was…just moving. 


  She had passed the first grave. She knew that—only because she had stopped now and then to read. 


  Every 30 minutes, roughly, by the light of her phone, less than a second or two of light. 


  40% power left, exactly. She was terrified it would run out so she forced herself to compromise. A moment of light every thirty minutes for sanity. Only a second to make sure the power would remain. 


  She even knew how long she’d been walking thanks to the clock on her iPhone and she realized something. 


  She’d die before her power ran out, at this rate. 


  Her legs hurt. Her eyes were sore. She had been crying without tears; her body had none left to give. 


  Diski Ladel, beloved daughter. Joins her parents in death. Taken from this world too soon by Goblin Raids. The Goblin Lord has been slain. She has been avenged. [Farmhand], Level 3 estimated. 


  She had found the tomb shortly after passing where she had started. The young woman wept. 


  The daughter had not lived long past the parents. The carvers had spared her of her age—perhaps they hadn’t known. The engravings were utilitarian. Spartan. 


  In this place, they still tore at her soul. She cared. She cared for this family she had never met, who had lost first the mother, then father, and then—daughter. By Goblins. At this point, she no longer knew if she believed in this…fakery. Part of her believed, part of her denied it. She was so tired. Despairing. She cried. 


  Because she knew she was going to die. There was no water. No food. She had been walking so long her very bones hurt. And she had been going the wrong way half the time. 


  It was so hard to be brave. She tried. She kept walking. She refused to just lie down and die. No one would save her. But what had happened? She was so—lost. 


  Behind her, the tears made the watching presence hesitate. Tears…it knew tears, like the memory of rain. So far distant an age had passed since it had seen any. But the tears provoked guilt. Guilt—and yet she was an intruder. It hardened its heart. But another question sprang to mind. 


  How had she entered? The ward was secure. Crumbling, weakened, but still secure. It had checked a dozen times. How? She was no [Mage], no [Thief]…and she looked merely Human. 


  It looked away from the young woman as she wept for the dead. Onwards, the young woman stumbled. 


  


  —— 


  


  She was going to die here. 


  The hours and darkness wore her down. Unending, relentless, closing in, pulling at her exhausted muscles, her deprived body. The young woman sank to her knees. She couldn’t keep walking. She was…dying. It was closer to a day, now. She was tired beyond belief. Her body ached. 


  It was too dark. She kept hallucinating that she saw something in the perfect black. And her sleep and hunger-addled mind was playing tricks on her. She saw nightmares and screamed in the darkness. 


  “Stop. Enough!” 


  That was all she said. She begged for it. Let the evil be real and tear her to shreds. This—hallucination was worse. She was going insane with her fears. The intruder pulled herself up onto the tomb and shouted into the darkness. 


  “I’m done, you hear me? Just eat me already! Kill me! Don’t string me along! I’d rather die! Just—” 


  No one was there to listen. She collapsed across the tomb, too tired to move. Too afraid, too weary to go on. 


  She might have lain there forever. 


  But for the light. It came from the tombstone ahead of her. An anomaly among the endless similarities. 


  Illuminated. Not by her iPhone’s light, not an artificial brightness, but gentle. The words turned into shining letters, etched into stone. 


  She pulled herself upwards, staring at the engraved words. The material looked like…sunlight. If you could write with it. And the light was soft. Beautiful. She caught her breath in a sob. The tomb was no different than the others in shape. Yet at the same time, it was. The stone was smoothed, an illustration carved into the front. A sigil. A…coat of arms? Someone had taken more care with this grave. And the words… 


  Arteis Ladel. Lost her parents to sickness and grief. Her sister to the Goblin Lord’s ravages. Yet she burns. 


  May the world never forget her name, the Crusader of the Dawn Patrol. She falls, but evil cannot remove her. [Paladin], Level 43. 


  The words burned. They shone golden. And they made the visitor’s head rise. It was just chance. A story told in deaths. 


  But this unknown woman, this Arteis, had lived. And out of all the innumerable graves, she had not let grief crush her. She had risen. So too did the young woman rise. On limbs that shook from fatigue. 


  “Never. Arteis. I hope you were real. Because I won’t—die. Not yet.” 


  She stood up. And rested for a second on the slate sarcophagus. Taking strength from the glowing letters in the darkness. Then she walked on. 


  She was tired. She was dying. Her throat burned from lack of water. Her mind conjured nightmares. But if she died—let it be proudly. So she pressed a button. The iPhone glittered to life. Artificial power, not as beautiful as the…magical engraving. But still, it shone. 


  And—the iPhone had multiple functions. Not just a phone call that didn’t work, or light to chase away the darkness. She had almost forgotten it, in the need to save energy. 


  39%. She hadn’t turned it on in hours. But now, she did. She called on the failing device. Called upon its magic as she unplugged the earphones and pressed a button. 


  A song began to play. It was not her first choice. It was a product of the ‘shuffle’ function. Chance let the music blare out of the tiny speakers. 


  That was alright. It was the right song. Perhaps—most songs would have been the right one. But this one spoke of home. 


  A guitar began to play, a repetitive melody. And as the melody played—the young woman began to sing. 


  In the silence. Among the dead. The song had no voice. But it needed a voice. It was—karaoke. Meant to let someone fill the gap. 


  The Irish girl sang. The light filled the air. Using up electricity, a lifeline. She let it. She had little time left of her own. 


  More instruments joined the guitar. She closed her eyes as she walked. Her voice rasped. But she sang. 


  With all her strength. Because there was nothing left to do. And the nightmares—faded. The music chased them away. 


  She looked around. But no one came for her. So, she walked alone. 


  Alone. But terribly proud. She confessed, as if the song were singing her life. 


  It was not her song. Someone else had made it. And it had been the most popular song of the year—a decade ago. But music had an eternity like the dead. 


  Chasing Cars, by Snow Patrol. 


  The young woman wandered on. Singing, ignoring the dying battery of her iPhone. For a moment, a second, a song—she walked on. And her fears died. Slain by music. 


  It wasn’t even her favorite song. But it spoke to her now. 


  And it spoke to the dead. She sang, her eyes closed in concentration as her hand found each passing tomb, running her fingertips along the rough stone. Walking in another world. 


  She could sing. She could act. They were not talents that would save her life now. But if she died— 


  She died singing. Not in the darkness, not in silence. 


  Say your lines, take a bow, and walk off the stage with a smile on your face. She smiled and sang. 


  Her voice gave out after the song. Her knees buckled. 


  In the darkness, she collapsed. And lay upon the ground. The young woman closed her eyes, listening to the music playing. She’d sleep like this. Her mind drifted. Her body, exhausted, began to turn itself off. 


  Oblivion gnawed in, taking her waking mind to sleep. She didn’t fight it. She’d just sleep without waking up… 


  And she heard the voice. 


  It did not welcome her to this world. It was impartial. Even cruel, as it delivered a reality. A reward? It spoke in her mind, the first sound she had heard that she had not brought with her. 


  [Singer Class Obtained!] 


  [Singer Level 3!] 


  [Skill – Song of Light obtained!] 


  [Skill – Melody of Droplets obtained!] 


  [Skill – Clear Voice obtained!] 


  She opened her eyes as unconsciousness faded. 


  “…What?” 
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  She lived. In the tomb of the dead, the young woman’s head rose as she delayed dying. 


  “What the fuck was that?” 


  Levels? A—class? [Singer]? It was impossible. But the voice had spoken in her head. In her very soul. She hadn’t heard it with her ears. Even had she been deaf, she’d have heard it. 


  [Song of Light]. [Melody of Droplets]. [Clear Voice]. Those were—Skills? 


  As tired as she was, the young woman knew they were real. They were hers. If someone had said that to her in any other circumstance—she’d have laughed at them or backed away. But that hadn’t been just a voice. It had been a certainty, in her soul. 


  She tried to stand. 


  But she had no strength. She had eaten lunch—a lifetime ago. But dehydration killed faster than starvation. And she had been walking the entire time. Even in the cool darkness— 


  “[Melody of Droplets]. M-maybe…” 


  Her mind was believing in the impossible. It was silly. But perhaps—perhaps…she would do anything for a sip of water. So—the girl whispered. 


  “[Melody of Droplets]. Begin? Activate. Use Skill. Equip. Start…please?” 


  No response. After a moment, she croaked. 


  “Inventory. Skill menu. Level menu? Character sheet…thingy? Escape? Control Alt Delete?” 


  Nothing happened. 


  She began to cry-laugh, out of frustration, mostly. That she had believed magic could exist. She had been duped. And someone was laughing at her as she died. If only— 


  Her middle school music teacher called to her from the yawning abyss. A lesson, framed between uncaring voices of her past. Melody. 


  You need a song for a melody. Melody was a part of a song, rather… 


  She hesitated. And then squeezed her eyes tight. She tried to sing—but her voice was broken. She was so tired. And the song was a mockery. But she sang anyways. And then, somehow—her voice wasn’t scratched by her dry throat. It was—clear. 


  Tears trickled from her eyes, as they always did when she listened to it. Just the illusion of tears, as she was too dehydrated. But she sang on. 


  Everything’s Alright, from To The Moon. A little song to capture the heart. A sad song with hopeful words. To make sense of pain. It mattered more if you had a reason to cry. 


  The young woman sang it, quietly, as the world faded away. 


  She would have given anything to see the stars one last time. But no one got what they wanted. Her voice slowed. 


  The music ended. But the magic didn’t. The song lingered in the air. And as her words echoed in this place of death, she felt a droplet on her head. 


  A bit of water. Falling from the air. 


  Slowly, her head rose. Her parched tongue slid out. Hoping—searching. 


  Another fragment of water fell. A droplet. Materializing in the dry, dusty air. Falling onto her tongue. 


  She jerked. But the water was real. It could not be. In the dark, she opened her eyes. 


  A bit of water hit her cheek. She jerked. But it was water. She wiped at it with one hand, licking her finger desperately for the moisture. And then—felt more droplets raining down around her. 


  Blessed water. It ran from her eyes as she opened up her mouth and the song she had sung conjured a shower. 


  She cried again as she opened her mouth, desperate for every drop, opening her jaw as wide as she could. In relief, in gratitude for the impossibility. The water rained down onto her body and made the stone floor wet. 


  She lived. The droplets ceased after only a minute. But she called them again, within the hour. It was only a bit of water. And it vanished if she didn’t drink it. It wasn’t even real water—it only half-quenched her thirst, leaving her still dry and unsated—but it gave her strength. Hope. It was… 


  Magic. 


  No—a Skill. Her Skill. 


  With every bone aching, the [Singer] stood. She coughed. But then she straightened, and her second song illuminated the darkness. It cast the shadows away. A radiance surged from her skin. 


  [Song of Light]. She walked through the mausoleum of the dead, rejoicing in her life. 


  It stretched before her, and at last she looked up into the heavens and saw a vaulted ceiling high overhead. Flat walls of ancient stone. 


  Coffins of marble and plain slate. Rock, written with names. Stretching down this long corridor into infinity. 


  High overhead, the young woman saw something rising into the darkness. 


  Vast arches. Bridges in the sky. Crisscrossing, leading down to stairs set against each wall. 


  Floors of graves. And, amidst it all, a silence so pervasive that it pressed in on her. She sang, and her voice echoed without end. Sang among the smell of dust and stale air. As darkness swirled around the light. Ahead of her lay only blackness, absolute. Behind her, the same. Like the world began and ended only where the light lay. 


  A terrifying, beautiful, heartstopping sight. She walked ahead slowly, singing. Filling this long grave with light. 


  


  —— 


  


  She was not alone. 


  The guardian of this place listened to the second song. It wavered. It came from a dry throat, interrupted three times by coughs. But it was music. 


  The watcher had been resting. Waiting for forever—or this very moment. This place had been secure, troubled only by rodents. 


  Then had come a flash, visible in the perfect night of this sealed chamber. A bright daylight that had not intruded in centuries. 


  The protector had only seen it for a moment. Yet then had come noise—unmistakable. Louder than all the eons of scratching vermin, squeaks, the shifting of dirt. It had seen the light and hurried towards it. 


  Discovered the opened grave and feared the worst. 


  The sentinel had been content to let the intruder die. It had debated killing her outright, but the tears and pleas had gone against everything it…he…had stood for. 


  He? Yes. He. A sword in his hands, a mercy, he had thought. But he had stopped when he heard the song. 


  Then he closed his eyes and listened awhile. Following the intruder as she walked. Water ran on the stone floor. Light, beautiful light, shone, and he took it in greedily with his eyes as long as he dared. 


  But he had a duty. The figure lowered his head. Then he lifted the sword once more. She had used a Skill, extended her life with the magic water that she conjured. She might not die before reaching the ward. Thus— 


  He had to guard this sacred place. And bring death to all who trespassed here. 


  No matter how beautifully they sang. 


  


  —— 


  


  She believed, then. Not because she had been close to death. But because the…magic. The Skill had been too wonderful. 


  She was an actor. A performer. A member of society, who had stood on the stage in front of actual audiences. In bit parts, true, but her dream was to be the most famous actor in the world. Certainly, the most famous actor in Ireland. 


  The play. Movies—playing a part called to her. Landing a role in the Abbey Theatre, for instance, would have been a dream. And she had connections. She had put her name out as much as she could. And in between her auditions, her jobs on the stage, she worked as a stagehand, or manager for smaller theatres. Or she took part-time work as she could. She was used to that life, having not bothered to go into university. 


  One of the things she’d gained from that experience was learning the craft. It also meant she noticed the imperfections in any work. Special effects in films, clever editing techniques covering up poor acting, and so on—she studied movies, songs, and the stage in equal measure. She had big dreams. And she’d happily take a role in a musical. She could sing. 


  But this? This Skill? That was not film magic. Not a stage effect. The young woman from Ireland believed in her very bones that it had been real. 


  “So I’m crazy or this is happening. Or virtual reality has been vastly undersold to me.” 


  She chuckled about that. Her throat was dry again. Under her breath, the [Singer] hummed a little walking song. 


  The song conjured light. Little, floating sparks of light, moving up from the stone floor around her, appearing out of nothing and hovering around head-height. They were beautiful. And that was why she believed. 


  If you could fake that, she could not believe any part of her life was real. So that only left the truth: that she was somewhere else. In…another world. 


  The humming produced something else. [Melody of Droplets]. She felt herself using the Skill. 


  A little drop of water condensed out of the air and fell onto her waiting tongue. She swallowed reflexively, but kept her mouth open. More water dropped out of the tomb. 


  Drop, drop, drop. To the beat of her song. She began to sing louder, faster, and the dropping increased. 


  It was stupid to sing and try to swallow the magical water, so she made it land in her cupped hands. She could—direct—the water and light by how she sang. After a while of walking and stopping in the dark to experiment, she figured it out. 


  The [Singer] cupped her hands and concentrated hard. Her voice became rougher, lowering in register. 


  And for a second, she closed her eyes. 


  Become the role. She put herself in another person’s shoes. Believing she didn’t stand among the dead, but in a sea of colors. She smiled, feeling her heart living. She had been born to become someone else. 


  Music. She nearly reached for her iPhone. But it was dying. So she sang along. And replaced the accompaniment with her voice alone. 


  The young woman wandered from sarcophagus to sarcophagus. The song came from Disney—she was a sucker for that kind of thing, though she’d never admit it. 


  Tangled, I See the Light. Was it Disney? Was it really on the nose? Yes. But it seemed to make the light brighter and that was all that mattered. She sang on. 


  


  —— 


  


  A figure stopped his approach through the endless mausoleum. The guardian hesitated another moment, closed his eyes, and listened. 


  He caught sight of her up close at last, walking amid the sacred graves of Noelictus. The guardian turned invisible. Stood, wary, his sword drawn. 


  The young woman stood, weary and dirty. Her hair was dark brown, her skin fair. She stood, oh, taller than average, but no giant among her gender. Her clothes were casual, and colorful, almost garish to his sensibilities. In life, he could have passed her in a crowd and only noticed her attire. She was unremarkable—until she wasn’t. 


  It was like a transformation. But not one made of a Skill. One made of sheer belief, effort. 


  Acting. 


  His ancient armor shifted as his wrath faded. 


  Her steps were lighter. Her smile was sad, almost melancholy, but touched with wonder. The young woman became a [Princess]. And she sang in a soft voice, calling droplets out of the air. They landed, heavy and fat, in her cupped palms. At the same time—large orbs of light floated upwards, lighting her path, vanishing. 


  “A Skill.” 


  He murmured. But he did not approach. The young woman sipped from her cupped palms, drinking the magical water conjured by her Skill. 


  But even so—he closed his eyes. 


  


  —— 


  


  So immersed was she in the song that she didn’t focus on anything else. The water fell into her hands. 


  And she looked at the glowing lights. Her lights. They weren’t just a plain, boring white, but such beautiful colors—reds, deeper and realer than she could have ever imagined! Purple, floating next to an orb of yellow. Giving life to this place. The water tasted beautifully sweet to her. 


  But it wasn’t real. The water didn’t sate her thirst. It was magical; an illusion. She would soon die of dehydration, even with this relief. 


  Yet—she became her role. And she sang. 


  The song was a duet. Meant for a Prince Charming. She did her best. Her voice went lower—and she touched her throat. 


  


  —— 


  


  The guardian jumped as he heard a close approximation to a male voice coming from the young woman. 


  She was singing the duet, alternating between the two voices. But for all her mastery of her voice, it was incomplete. The song required two voices. 


  She sang alone, and he knew the part was meant for him. For no one else occupied this dead space. For a moment, the [Knight] longed to join in. 


  But he did not sing. He bowed his head, wishing he had done the beautiful song justice. He dreamed of starlight, as he had not for centuries. Her words had conjured the memory to his unliving soul and he would treasure them. 


  But he had a duty. So he lifted his sword and appeared. 


  


  —— 


  


  She was singing both parts of the duet since there was no second singer. The water fell into her hands and she bent her head for another sip. 


  Then, suddenly, a figure stepped out of the air, shimmering like pale silver in the darkness. She could almost have imagined she’d conjured him, like the lights and water. 


  But he was different. The man stood there, his features pale, silver and half-transparent. His hair, slightly ruffled even in death, was short-cropped, and he was clean-shaven. 


  His armor was both ceremonial and practical, engraved with deep sigils along the plate armor’s breastplate but covering the knight from head to toe. 


  He held a two-handed sword that he planted in the ground. He was…misty. It looked as though he was dissolving even as she stopped and stared at him. 


  The song stopped. And with it, the light and water. It trickled from the gaps in her palm as she stared at him. 


  The figure made no move. He just stood there, looking at her gravely. His eyes—ah, his eyes seemed alive. They were intelligent, even sorrowful. But composed. 


  For a long moment the two stared at each other. Here was…a ghost. The Irish [Singer] hesitated. She waited. 


  But he said nothing. So she slowly sipped from her cupped hands. The fake, magical water trickled down her throat. She slurped. 


  Loudly. The sound made him twitch. And it didn’t fit the solemnity of this tomb. The young woman lowered her hands, wiped them on her pants. She coughed once; walked past him, going left around the figure. 


  “Whew. Singing is hard work.” 


  The ghostly knight stared at her back. He opened and shut his mouth a few times. The actress put on a stellar performance. She yawned, wiping at her suddenly-sweaty brow. 


  “I’ve got to find a way out of here.” 


  She kept walking. The ghost shifted—taking one hand off the greatsword. He raised a finger, coughed. 


  “Pardon me.” 


  The young woman kept walking, pretending not to hear. She was clenching her fists so hard her nails bit into her palms. This was crazy. Don’t look back, don’t look back— 


  After a few seconds she heard—nothing. But she saw the armored man jogging through a stone coffin. 


  He planted himself in front of her. 


  She walked around him. The man stared at her as she passed. The young woman pretended to be studying an inscription on a grave. 


  “Fascinating. Died of disease. That’s how they get you.” 


  She hurried forward. Now he followed her, walking faster as she tried to out-pace him. But she was tired and he was tireless. 


  “You there. Halt.” 


  She pretended not to hear him again as she accelerated. So did he. 


  “I said, halt.” 


  His voice was ominous. She broke into a run. She didn’t hear him chasing her as she ran, but she saw the faint glow on the graves. 


  Ghosts? Ghosts!? She really was going mad! She began to run in earnest. The young woman ran through the rows of tombs—and realized she was never going to outrun him. So she turned. 


  “You bastard!” 


  This had to be her abductor! She whirled and lashed out with a wild punch. The ghost was right behind her. She was going to lay him out, tricks or n— 


  Her hand went through the ghost’s chest. He went cross-eyed, staring at it with as much alarm as her. 


  The [Singer] felt a biting, icy pain, and cried out. She withdrew her hand and felt it screaming in pain. 


  It was numb! No—frosted? She stared in horror at her hand. It was covered in ice, and her skin was screaming with frostbite. She looked up— 


  A sword swung down, halting next to her neck. The delicate, long blade sheared through the air before halting a millimeter from her skin. She didn’t feel the tip cut. But she saw a strand of her hair fall to the ground. 


  Perfectly severed. The young woman stared at the ghost. She felt the stinging pain in her hand. He wasn’t fake! But his body was like ice! 


  The man gave her a faint smile. Bitter and grim. He spoke with cold, clipped words as she stared at him. 


  “Intruder. You stand in the halls of Noelictus’ crypt, where the dead rest. You will die here for attempting to despoil their corpses.” 


  His words weren’t hollow, echoey, or anything you might expect of a ghost. They were, in fact, rather politely delivered, with that crisp, clear accent of someone who had learned to enunciate. If he had any accent it was reminiscent of Shakespeare, actually. A kind of ye olden dramatis. The [Singer] actually admired that. But her eyes were on the sword. 


  “Please don’t kill me. I—where? I just arrived here by accident. I’m not despoiling—look, I have money. 


  Don’t kill me, please!” 


  The ghost-knight frowned. Was he a [Knight]? The young woman’s mind raced a mile a second as his hands shifted on the hilt of his sword. She could even see the metalwork on the handle. Excellent prop design. This…had to be a prop, right? 


  But he’d cut her. So she held very still as he spoke. 


  “Lies will not avail you, deceiver! I have witnessed your intrusion. The despoiling of a coffin! None of Noelictus’ sacred dead will rise to serve your dark ends! Nor will their possessions be stolen!” 


  Oh no. The tomb she’d opened? She froze as the knight breathed in heavily. He did not need to breathe; as he spoke he patently forgot and spoke without breath, an eerie, disconcerting thing. But he still inhaled, now and then, as if remembering he was supposed to. 


  “As guardian of the Tomb of Afiele’s dead, I sentence you to death. I ask only your name, that you will be honored. Let both the guilty and the just rest eternal.” 


  She hesitated. Part of her was still in the ‘this could not be happening’ phase. But she was aware her life was about to end if she answered him. The pain in her hand made her mind race desperately. 


  “My—my name? Please. I’m just a girl from Galway. I don’t know about despoiling anything! I—I—I have money! Listen, there are a lot of ways this can go. My parents have money. I’m willing to cooperate.” 


  Both of these statements were lies. She held her hands higher, pleadingly. She did not have to act out the fear, though. Terror—the man frowned at her. 


  “I am not a thief. Nor do I desire gold. Your deception merits no sympathy. Intruder, I ask again. What is your name? Speak it or be forever damned to oblivion without even the grace of remembrance.” 


  “I—I—” 


  What did she say? Was he a real ghost? The actress gazed up at him. Her jaw moved soundlessly. She lowered her frozen hand and stared at it. Looked at the ghost-[Knight]. Her eyes rolled up in her head. 


  She collapsed backwards in a dead faint. Stumbling into a coffin behind her, sliding down, eyes fluttering into unconsciousness. She lay upon the ground, motionless, lights out. 


  


  —— 


  


  The knight stared at her. He lowered his sword uncertainly. After a second, he nudged her with one foot, the sabatons gingerly making contact with her leg. 


  “…Hello?” 


  The despoiler, the young woman, was out cold. The whites of her eyes were showing. The [Knight], for he was a [Knight], or had been, pinched at the bridge of his nose. 


  “Wonderful.” 


  He inhaled, though he didn’t need to. It was just reflex, like many things he did. The [Knight] raised his sword, hesitated, cursed, and then planted the tip in the stone floor instead of in her chest. 


  “Noelictus take me!” 


  It sunk in easily; if he did not concentrate, he did not interact with this world. 


  After all, he was a ghost. 


  “I suppose I should scout for more intruders. They may be using [Invisibility]. How did she even enter? I must have her name first, and that answer.” 


  The [Knight] shook his head. And then he walked off. He passed through a tomb, and then vanished. 


  Floating towards where she had unsealed a grave, to drag the stone lid more perfectly back into place. 


  And see where this stranger had come from. He never noticed the young woman’s eyes roll back down and stare after him. 


  


  —— 


  


  After she was sure, sure, he was gone, the actress got up. She was shaking. That could have gone—


  poorly. She looked around for the ghost, but he’d floated away. For a few seconds she took deep breaths, and then ran for it. 


  “Oh god, oh god, oh fucking hell—” 


  She panted as she ran. That was a ghost. She had seen him go through a coffin, and she’d touched him and nearly lost her hand to frostbite! But he’d cut her hair so he could clearly hurt her! She kept feeling at the cut ends. 


  At least he was an idiot. She’d pretended to faint. A useful trick that, very helpful in any number of situations. Stages, public events, visiting the relatives, uncomfortable dates—although those turned from bad to worse depending on what happened next, which was why you also brought pepper spray… 


  She wished she had a weapon. A rosary? Or—anything! Since she didn’t have time or materials to fashion one, she ran. 


  It was a good six minutes before she heard the shout from behind her. Then, the young woman stopped. 


  She looked around in the near-darkness—the ghost’s light was visible from far away, lending the slightest illumination to this place—and then raced left. She threw herself behind a stone coffin and hid. 


  It was insanity. There was nowhere to hide. But she did the best she could. The young woman edged around the coffin, shielding herself from the silver glow. She’d just wait here, and avoid the light. She could crawl—hide—she was so hungry and thirsty— 


  “I can see you.” 


  The ghost was hovering in the air. If she had any doubts about his realness—well—he was just standing in the air. She could even feel the chill of his body, see part of the coffin’s stone lid frosting over. The young woman gulped. 


  “Uh—hi.” 


  “Deceiver.” 


  His voice was wrathful. With one hand he drew the sword from the sheath on his back. She backed up. 


  “No, no, no—listen! I’m just a girl! I don’t know anything about despoiling—don’t kill me! I’m innocent!” 


  She burst into tears. The [Knight] hesitated. He eyed her as she began to sob, in great, huge hiccups. Like a child. He eyed her. 


  “You’re faking your tears.” 


  He looked half-convinced. The young woman sniffed. 


  “Please, sir! I don’t know how I got here! D-don’t kill me!” 


  The [Knight] hesitated. His voice softened as he stared at her face and uncomfortably looked away. 


  “Would that I could, Miss. But I have no choice. You are an intruder and I have sworn to defend the honored dead. And you have trespassed. Tell me how you entered; this place should have been sealed.” 


  “I—I was just walking down the street. And then I came here. Oh god. Please don’t—” 


  She shielded her face, as if that could have stopped the blade. Exasperated, the [Knight] lowered it. 


  “You lie. No one can enter these tombs easily. An Archmage would have difficulty cracking the seals!” 


  “I swear! Oh please—I don’t want to die!” 


  She covered her face. The man hesitated again. He waved at her with one hand. 


  “Stop—stop—crying. I will not be tricked again. What is your name?” 


  Maybe if she kept crying she’d manage to play on his conscience? But the [Knight]’s sword was poised to strike. He shouted at her, avoiding looking at her. But he didn’t have to see to swing. 


  “This is your last chance. I do not accept your lies! Or tears! No one enters Afiele’s tomb. Not for millennia has the slumber of the dead been breached! …Except for mice. If you have entered the tomb, you are either of Noelictus’ honored families, keepers of the dead, or an intruder! Tell me your name!” 


  The young woman’s eyes sharpened. She gazed up. 


  “Well—I am a princess. Actually—I’m a [Princess]! Not of Noelictus. I—I stumbled my way in here! I’m royalty! Don’t you dare kill me!” 


  The ghost half-lowered his sword. He eyed her. 


  “You’re lying.” 


  The young woman’s back went as straight as a ruler. Her chin rose like the advent of monarchy. She put her hands on her hips. 


  “I am not. How dare you accuse me of lying? My blood is as pure as my father, Prince Hamlet of Denmark! I may not be first in line to the throne, but if King Claudius should die, I will be next to inherit the throne after my step-aunt, Gertrude, and my father!” 


  There was no way he’d fall for it a third time, right? 


  The ghost-[Knight] just stared at her. After a moment, he put his sword down. It remained in the ground as he sat on the lid of one of the caskets and rubbed at his forehead. He looked like he was not having a good day. 


  “You’re lying.” 


  “I am not.” 


  The [Knight] squinted suspiciously as the young woman’s tone changed, growing refined with that regal air of command hidden behind each word. He had obviously just seen her pretend to faint, but it was a good act the young woman was putting on. A flicker of doubt crossed his features. 


  “What [Princess] roams alone? Where is your escort? I do not know your nation. Name yourself.” 


  “I am—Cara. Cara of Denmark, and I take after my father, Hamlet, who is at this moment fighting in a war against Norway! I don’t suppose you would know, being a—a ghost and all. I scarcely knew of Noelictus. I fell into this tomb quite by accident. My escort was meant to keep me company, but after that dreadful moment with the death of the late King Hamlet—” 


  “Aha! I thought your father was Hamlet.” 


  The [Knight] pounced with a triumphant tone in his voice. Cara rolled her eyes indignantly. 


  “My father Hamlet isn’t my grandfather, King Hamlet of Denmark. The first. I am his descendant, and while his brother, Claudius took the throne, I have definite doubts about the legality of his claim.” 


  “Er. Do you?” 


  The [Knight] blinked. But his question invited a flurry of words. Princess Cara paced back and forth. 


  “It’s quite simple. My father, Prince Hamlet—is a good man. So was my grandfather, and I feel as though my uncle, my brother and now the King of Denmark, Claudius, may have ascended…in less than honorable fashion. However, there is no proof. My father has been troubled by memories of his father, Hamlet I.” 


  “As opposed to Hamlet II?” 


  The young woman spun, her voice eager and desperate. 


  “Exactly! He has told me and my grandmother—Gertrude, as well as his best friend, Sir Horatio, of his dreams. He claims his father was…murdered.” 


  The ghost-knight just stared at her. Cara was sweating as he scratched at his head. 


  “I…I do not know a nation called ‘Denmark.’ Nor is the name ‘Hamlet’ among the Hundred Families of Terandria. If this is some trick…” 


  “Hardly a trick!” 


  Cara’s voice was indignant. She pointed at the [Knight], striding up to him, and he actually leaned back. 


  “How dare you say as much! Have you not heard about the battle between Norway and Denmark against the treacherous Prince Fortinbras?” 


  “Erm. No. But—” 


  “Denmark may be new to you, sir. But I am nonetheless a [Princess]!” 


  Cara drew herself up and regally looked at the [Knight]. He hesitated again, still unconvinced. 


  “I am a ghost, Princess Cara of Denmark. And if you truly are a [Princess] of Denmark, and thus, Terandria, I apologize for my actions. But I still doubt…tell me, how was your grandfather murdered?” 


  His eyes narrowed suspiciously, hoping to catch her in a lie. Cara paced back and forth, injecting grief into her tone. 


  “The tale, sir, is a terrible one. My father, Hamlet II, claims his father’s ghost assails him night after night. 


  The ghost—if it is my father’s father—claims he was murdered by his brother, Claudius, for nothing more than lust of power. A terrible thought! And more terrible, for my grandmother, Gertrude, who is yet a beauty, married my uncle, Claudius, cementing his ties to the throne!” 


  “No. When was this? After the Era of Sinegean? He was the King of Avel.” 


  It shouldn’t have worked. Not on someone who’d just seen her pretend to faint and trick him—twice. 


  But this wasn’t a normal person in control of reasonable faculties. Cara’s head would be rolling already if it were. 


  But the ghost—the [Knight] was spellbound. He was wide-eyed, starved for news. The most credulous audience you could ask for. Cara turned a wretched face, trying not to enjoy this. 


  “I do not know your King, Sir Knight. But believe me when I tell you that my father is seeking the truth of this ghost’s claims. Perhaps it is fate that led us together! For you are a ghost, are you not? Perhaps you were sent to me by the heavens themselves, that the truth of this ghost’s claims be born into the light! If 


  he is the King of Denmark, then we all serve a fratricide of a ruler who sleeps with my grandmother and deserves no mercy from my father, the true King of Denmark. Tell me, sir. Are you a ghost?” 


  She looked at him. The [Knight] straightened. And then he stood from the coffin and nodded. 


  “I am. Cursed to wander Noelictus, the Kingdom of Shade, forever more. And we few ghosts who wander this world—your tale is compelling, [Princess] Cara, if she you are.” 


  He still doubted. But the actress had him on the ropes. The [Knight] frowned, eying her attire. 


  “Your garb is indeed…unique. And time may have passed me by as I guarded this tomb. I am tempted to take you at your word, Princess Cara, for all your earlier falsehoods. Few could enter Noelictus’ 


  sanctuaries without great magic and I sense nothing about you of magic. So I am compelled to believe this is the truth. Perhaps, this ‘Denmark’ is but Noelictus’ descendants.” 


  “Sir. I fear you are telling me the truth. Or perhaps, as I say, fate conspired to bring me here. But I swear, I have no ill intent.” 


  Cara spread her arms. The man nodded, heavily. 


  “I see no artifacts of magic about you. And my senses are not that of any [Mage]. I am indeed a ghost. 


  Denmark. Treachery. It is at least good to know Terandria has not changed.” 


  He leaned on his sword as he returned to it. The [Knight] bowed his head. He seemed to wrestle with himself before coming to an abrupt decision. He looked up at her. 


  “Lady Cara. If you tell me the truth, I will escort you from this tomb and see the truth of your uncle’s treachery for myself. As a [Knight], I can do no less. But do you swear this is the truth?” 


  The ghost looked at her. The young woman’s eyes blazed. She drew herself up and spoke, slowly. And here she made her first and only mistake. 


  “Sir Knight, whose name I have yet to ask, I beg your pardon, I swear by heaven and God that I am telling the truth. I am Princess Cara of Denmark and I crave your assistance.” 


  The [Knight] paused for a moment. His eyes flickered. And then he smiled. He slowly lifted his sword. 


  Cara waited, heart beating. And the [Knight] calmly lifted his sword—and put it at her throat once more. 


  “Thank you. ‘Princess Cara’. But I fear you give yourself away at the last. I do not know what ‘heaven’ is and why you swear by it. And I could but believe a nation rose in the long years since my death. But I know one thing: the gods are dead. You lie. And this time, you die.” 


  The blade cut into her neck with effortless sharpness. Cara inhaled. The lie she had woven out of the plot of Hamlet fell apart. She closed her eyes. Oh, and she’d been doing so well. It had been the act of a lifetime. But she hadn’t known her audience. 


  “God is dead? You sure about that?” 


  “The gods have long been dead. Everyone knows that. I have never met any soul who would ever swear by them.” 


  The ghostly knight shook his head. In the darkness, Cara’s lips slowly moved up. She exhaled as blood ran from her throat. She opened her eyes and looked at him. Smiling, regretfully, almost congratulating him at seeing through her ruse. 


  “Damn. What a way to find out the pastor was right. I guess that’s it, then.” 


  She smiled, as red blood trickled down her neck. The [Knight] studied her. Cara—or whatever her name was—stared at him. Not without fear, but refusing to show any of it to him. 


  He pressed infinitesimally harder. The cold blade bit into her neck, another micro-fraction. 


  “Intruder. Do you have any last words?” 


  She focused on his eyes. She took a deep breath and shuddered as she felt blood running down her neck. But she didn’t look away. This was it. An actor had to at least know when the curtain called. She closed her eyes in a slow blink, and then locked eyes with him. 


  “I suppose. If ever someone should come looking for me, and use my real name—tell my family I loved them. And then get ready for the electric chair, you murdering pissant of a ghost.” 


  She tried to deliver it with thunder and fury. But her knees shook and she knew he saw it, heard the tremble in her voice. She wished the glimmer of tears weren’t in her eyes. But she didn’t want to die. 


  The [Knight] blinked. He stared at her. It might not have been a good insult given how electricity was unlikely to harm the unliving—and the concept was probably unfamiliar to someone who belonged to the Middle Ages—but the point got across. 


  The biting chill ate into her throat. The [Knight], the guardian of this tomb, shifted. He did not inhale. His actions were reflexive. He was dead. Nevertheless—he slowly considered her. 


  “You claim you are innocent? Even now?” 


  “I don’t need to lie about that.” 


  And that was the truth. The only truth she’d told him. The [Knight] hesitated. Then he slowly took his blade away. Exasperated, he floated an inch off the ground. She inhaled a shuddering breath as she felt at her cut throat. His voice was resigned. 


  “…Cara isn’t your real name, is it?” 


  “Sure it is. Cara O’Sullivan. Pleased to meet you.” 


  She smiled. The [Knight] looked at her. He shook his head. 


  “Be grateful you do not lie as well as you believe, girl. You told me one truth. If you came into this place by accident…you cannot so easily leave this place. I will discover the truth.” 


  “What? No—really. My name’s Cara. Cara O’Sullivan. I’m from…” 


  He walked away. His form vanished among the stone caskets. The young woman, Cara, felt at her throat. 


  How had he known she was telling the truth? 


  Then she felt them trickling down her cheeks, out of the corner of her eyes. Tears. She touched at them. 


  The [Knight] had seen them. An unconscious reaction. She shook her head and sat, clutching at her throat, fumbling for a handkerchief. 


  “Shame. I need to work on my poker-face.” 


  That was all she said. Then she covered her face in her arms as her bleeding stopped. Her skin was frozen where the blade had touched her. She shivered on the ground until the ghost walked out the air, almost shamefaced. 


  “The seals are unbroken. I can see no point of entry. Your footsteps start in the middle of nowhere. As if you were teleported into this place. But that is impossible. How did you come here, girl?” 


  “I don’t know. But I want to go back now.” 


  She glanced up at him, red-eyed. The [Knight] stood there, regarding her, perplexed. He wavered, and the keen sword in his hands moved. 


  Cara watched as he slowly inserted it into the sheath on his back. The [Knight] looked at her, grave, thinking. At last, he nodded. 


  “Cara O’Sullivan. Whomever you may be. I have long since died. My bones are dust. But I was—I am—a 


  [Knight]. I swore to protect Noelictus in life and then in death, and my blade shall never take an innocent life. I am of the Order of the Shadowed Blooms. Knight-Errant, Ser Dalius Bedornial of Afiele.” 


  He saluted her, clashing one gauntleted hand to his chest in a long-dead salute. She could have wept. 


  Thanked him. Done so many things. She was tired. Tired, and lost. She could have burst into tears. 


  Instead, she raised one finger and gave him a salute of her own. 


  “Thanks for nearly killing me, asshole. Do you know where the bathroom is?” 


  Ser Dalius glowered at her. His hand twitched toward his sword. He saw the young woman, the trickster, the liar, laugh and then fall over. In a faint. 


  “Your tricks won’t avail you this time. Get up.” 


  He stomped and the sword shot out of the sheath on his back. He turned, caught the blade, and held it at the ready. His artifacts were long gone, but the ghost had a copy in death of the same tools that had given him so much versatility in life. 


  The young woman didn’t move. She lay on the ground like a corpse. After a second, Ser Dalius nudged her stomach with one foot. 


  “Hello?” 


  Her lips were cracked despite the magical water. He listened and heard her stomach growl in the silence. The [Knight] hesitated. Then, slowly, he bent and picked up the young woman. He laid her on the top of a coffin and turned. 


  What did he do next? Apply a potion? He didn’t have any. What did…what could he do? The man murmured, thinking. 


  “Food. Water?” 


  He sighed and rubbed at his face. He was too old for this. Why hadn’t he managed to die properly like everyone else? After a moment, he trudged off into the tomb. 


  [Singer Level 5!] 


  [Skill – Echo Voice obtained!] 


  [Actor Class Obtained!] 


  [Actor Level 4!] 


  [Skill – One True Falsehood obtained!] 


  [Skill – Commanding Presence obtained!] 




  1.02 P 


  Cara O’Sullivan woke up to the sensation of water at her lips. She licked, greedily. The water was real. 


  Dusty—dusty and not nearly as sweet as the magical water she had conjured. 


  But real water. She drank. After a moment, the water stopped. She lay back, head spinning, hot. 


  The water came back again. She drank, and felt it entering her system. Then—something was pressed against her lips. 


  “Eat.” 


  She bit. The whatever-it-was was tough. Chewy. She nearly gagged, but more water came. She forced it down. 


  Ser Dalius stood over her, holding a small bowl in his hands. It was ornate, made of ceramic so delicate and beautiful—white mixed with bright blue in a pattern like the sea studded with flecks of gold that shone—that it would have fit in a museum or the most prized porcelain collection. 


  And the ghostly [Knight] was also austere, serious as he bent over her, offering her more to drink. He belonged in the medieval world—not the way the dark ages had truly been in Europe, but the grand idea of it. King Arthur and his Round Table. He was a picture of those virtues, from his glowing armor to the way he carried himself. As if you could see his dignity and honor holding him to account for his every action. 


  He looked at her as she opened her eyes and sat up. The first thing Cara did was jerk, check herself all over. 


  Had— 


  —She was fine. Fine. Everything was the same. She felt at her clothes, felt just the same. She took a few breaths. Then rubbed at her neck. 


  “Huh. You didn’t do anything to me in my sleep. Thanks.” 


  The [Knight] was horribly affronted. But if he was hoping for words from the damsel in distress, he would be disappointed. Nor had that been a joke. He nodded at her as he set the bowl down. As soon as he stopped touching it, his fingers went through the bowl. 


  That wasn’t actually that spooky—Cara wasn’t afraid for her life anymore, given the fact that he’d saved her. But seeing the ghost do that was—unsettling. Wrong. It clashed with her tidy sense of reality. 


  She rubbed at her head. Her body hurt. That hadn’t been a tidy stage fall, where it was all part of the act. She’d actually smacked herself pretty hard. 


  “How long was I out?” 


  Ser Dalius shrugged. 


  “I don’t count time anymore. But I would assume less than an hour or two. You were parched. I found you water and…” 


  There was something else lying next to the bowl. He offered her a handful of rooty things. She stared at them. 


  “What’s that?” 


  “Roots. I think they’re edible?” 


  The [Knight] replied. She didn’t like the uncertainty in his tone. He went on, before she could respond. 


  “I—may owe you an apology, Miss Cara.” 


  “Oh, really?” 


  He frowned. 


  “You were a deceiver. And you still intrude on sacred ground. However—I admit I came to an inappropriate conclusion. You have no magic. Nor, apparently, any powerful Skills. You are helpless, hence your near death from thirst and lack of sustenance.” 


  “Glad you noticed.” 


  The ghostly man ignored that too. He looked uncomfortable, and then—to her surprise—knelt. 


  “Had I slain you—I would have taken an innocent life. The only recourse for me would be to renounce my class and end my existence forthwith. It was conduct unbefitting a Knight of the Shadowed Blooms. 


  You have my sincerest apologies.” 


  He bowed his head, so low it passed through the lid of the coffin Cara was lying on. She blinked at him. 


  Her first reaction was to further castigate the…man. But in the end, she just nodded. 


  “Thanks for coming around. Don’t worry about it, either. You saved my life. I’ve gotten worse from crazy actors on the stage. One attacked me with a comb one time. Nearly took out my eye. Gave another guy eight stitches.” 


  The [Knight] blinked. He eyed her as he slowly rose to his feet. 


  “I…take your point, Miss Cara. If that is your name. Tell me—truthfully please. How did you come to be here?” 


  She opened her mouth, and coughed. Instantly, the ghost reached for the bowl. 


  “Here. Water. I can create more.” 


  “I—thank you. It—gah—it tastes like dust.” 


  “I tried to clean the bowl.” 


  But the water was refreshing, for all it was less clean than the magic water. Cara drank, gasped. 


  “I was drinking water. I had—a—a Skill? [Melody of Droplets]? But I was so thirsty…” 


  The man looked at her, almost askance. 


  “A Skill to conjure water? Perhaps it sated your thirst, but magical water or food conjured by Skills or artifacts are only half as effective as the real thing. If that.” 


  “Oh.” 


  For some reason, Cara felt like an idiot, despite the fact that she couldn’t have known any of that. She grimaced, took another sip. 


  “So you’re not going to kill me?” 


  Again, the [Knight] bowed. 


  “No. And I will do my utmost to ensure your survival, Miss Cara. Which…is your name?” 


  He glanced up at her with a tiny frown. He was still suspicious. Cara gave him a perfectly charming smile. 


  “Of course it is! Cara…O’Sullivan. That’s me.” 


  Dalius looked at her flatly. 


  “Miss Cara. I no longer seek your death. It seems that as a [Knight] of honor, I should be at least privy to your name. I am no [Blood Mage] to use names against you. I ask only as courtesy.” 


  She hesitated. 


  “…So my name is important?” 


  The [Knight]’s brows furrowed further. 


  “Dark magic always works against the honest and virtuous. But I am a [Knight]. May I know your name if I would ward you? Please?” 


  She smiled at him. 


  “Cara.” 


  Ser Dalius’ right brow began to twitch. The young woman sighed as she swung her legs off the stone lid of the coffin. 


  “Look, Dalius, or whomever you are. I’m a young woman. I got here after stepping off the sidewalk in a city aboveground. One second I was crossing the street—the next I fell out of the skies here. After wandering about for over a day, I meet a strange ghostly ‘knight’ who nearly chops my head off then asks for my name. Who gives their name out like candy?” 


  The man just stared at her, jaw slightly agape. He managed a strangled response. 


  “Fell out of the…? Who wouldn’t give their name when asked?” 


  “Suspicious people. Like me. Call me Cara. And hand me one of those roots.” 


  He did, almost stunned. Cara reached for the root and her fingers went through his. She recoiled, shook out her suddenly-numb hand. 


  “Gah! Cold!” 


  “I am a ghost. Did you not feel the chill of my death when you tried to strike me?” 


  “I did—but I thought you wouldn’t freeze me when you promised to help!” 


  The [Knight] seemed a tad guilty. 


  “I cannot change my nature. Would that I could—” 


  He looked at her hand, and then placed the now icy-hard root on the lid of the coffin. Cara eyed it as she warmed her skin against her body. 


  “Are you sure that’s edible?” 


  Ser Dalius unhelpfully shrugged. 


  “I scraped off the dirt and outer layer of skin with my sword. Beyond that—there is little sustenance in this place. I regret to say that this tomb was never meant to accommodate the living in any fashion. Only the damned mice intrude here. Pests. It is one or the other. Or dirt.” 


  “Great.” 


  Because she was starving, she bit into the bitter root, chewed. You could eat wood. Probably. Cara sat there, chewing, and then coughed. Ser Dalius offered her more water. After a few more seconds, Cara looked at him. 


  She was past the point of asking if this was real. He’d probably not have a good answer, anyways. So she rolled with it. She was good at improvisation. Although, she’d jump off a skyscraper before she joined an improv group. Cults, every one. 


  “You’re a ghost?” 


  “Yes. Well—one assumes so.” 


  He seemed uncomfortable. Cara stopped chewing and stared at him. 


  “You assume so?” 


  “No one has ever confirmed my existence as a ghost. I have battled spirits in life, but I do not know if I am a Ghost, Wraith, Shade, Specter, some sort of bound Revenant, or other manner of undead.” 


  He was so matter-of-fact about it. Cara blinked at him. 


  “Okay. But you were alive?” 


  “Indeed I was. Ser Dalius Bedornial of Afiele, a Knight-Errant in the Order of the Shadowed Blooms.” 


  He bowed again, repeating his flowery title. Cara felt her strength returning as she rested more weight on her legs. 


  “Great. So—where am I?” 


  Dalius gave her a nonplussed look. 


  “The Tomb of Afiele, of course. I said as much. Twice.” 


  “Yes. But where am I? Geographically? Time-wise?” 


  She waved her hands about. The [Knight] had to think about this. 


  “I—do not know what era it is. But it was 6211 of H.E.F when I died. And you are of course in Noelictus. 


  Assuming my nation still stands. Underground, obviously.” 


  The young woman from Ireland gawked at Dalius. And everything spun again. 


  “Stop. You’re not lying to me, are you?” 


  “Why would I—” 


  The affronted ghost-knight saw the young woman put her head in her hands. 


  “What is wrong, Miss?” 


  “Nothing about that is right. 6211—what is H.E.F? And where is—Noelictus? What continent?” 


  He responded slowly. 


  “Half-Elven Fall. The—failure of the Empire of Seoudal. Six thousand years ago. And Noelictus is on Terandria. Do you—not know the name?” 


  His face could not change in color, but he looked suddenly alarmed. Cara shook her head. 


  “No. No. I don’t know any of this. It’s—2017. Closer to 2018 A.D. And I’m from Ireland. An island off the coast of Europe.” 


  Now, the [Knight] gaped at her, astonished. 


  “It cannot be! Noelictus is landlocked. And I felt no tremors—no force could have split the continent in twain, surely.” 


  “I doubt it. And last I checked—ghosts didn’t exist in my world. Listen, Dalius—” 


  “Ser Dalius.” 


  “—I don’t think I’m in my world. Earth. Is it called that here? Earth? We don’t have—Skills. Classes. 


  Magic. And we haven’t had a [Knight] for hundreds of years.” 


  She knew her honesty sounded crazier than the desperate lies she’d been telling. But Cara was starting to shake with the reality of where she was. Ser Dalius looked at her, open-mouthed. And then he stepped a few paces back. 


  “I—this world is just ‘the world’. It is not named, Miss Cara. Earth? Why call the world earth, as in soil? I know no ‘Europe’ or ‘Ireland’—what is ‘A.D’?” 


  “After death. The death of our glorious lord Jesus Christ.” 


  “Was he a high-level [Lord]?” 


  She laughed hysterically. 


  “No. He was a god! And he never existed unless you believed in him! Where am I? What’s happening?” 


  She had held it together for a long time, but this—she had to know. Cara looked around. Then she slapped herself with all the force in her arm. 


  Ser Dalius winced. The sound of Cara hitting herself was loud in the tomb. It wasn’t one of those light slaps you used to wake yourself up. 


  Her head jerked. The [Knight] saw the young woman clutch at her face, swearing in a very unmaidenly manner. Then she got up and ran. 


  “Miss Cara! Wait!” 


  He chased after her. The young woman sprinted down the line of coffins. She ran, feeling her lungs ache, feeling her body protest the sudden movement. 


  “Miss Cara! Miss Cara—you will hurt yourself—” 


  The light of his ethereal body was the only thing in this darkness. She shouted, screamed for someone to end this madness. And then Cara ran into a coffin. 


  She hit the stone lid so hard it jerked. And her entire lower body was suddenly one big, bruised ball of pain. The young woman lay there, curled up with agony. She groaned. 


  And then felt a cold touch on her arm. Ser Dalius offered her a hand up. Cara O’Sullivan—the name she went by here, at least—glanced at him. Ser Dalius gazed down at her. And his voice was soft and tired. 


  “Cara O’Sullivan. You are not mad. Or if you are, I am as well. I do not know how you came here. Nor do I know how to return you. But if you will allow me—let me help you.” 


  She only now heard the eagerness. The lost, forlorn tone in his voice. The young woman stared up at the 


  [Knight]. Cara remembered how hungry he had been for her made-up tale about being a [Princess]. She studied him. And, slowly, reached up and took his hand. He withdrew it, realizing that the frost would hurt her. 


  Yet the gesture had been instinctual. Human. Cara lowered her hand, which had been outstretched to take his. The [Singer] and [Knight] blinked at each other. 


  Just for a moment. Then Cara stood, dusting herself off. Slowly, she nodded. 


  “Thanks.” 


  Ser Dalius bowed slightly. He smiled, ruefully. But he couldn’t help it. 


  


  —— 


  


  They walked through the Tomb of Afiele, talking. That was where they were. Under the lands of Afiele, which was, apparently, a province in the Kingdom of Noelictus, the ‘Kingdom of Shade’ its unofficial nickname. 


  Ser Dalius had told Cara all that. And he was all too willing to talk about the rest of the world and explain—everything to Cara. 


  “There are five main continents. Izril, Terandria, Chandrar, Baleros, and Rhir—although that is a dead place.” 


  “Dead place?” 


  “Uninhabited. Monsters and worse roam there. We reside on Terandria, where the kingdoms of humanity rule. Noelictus, the Kingdom of Shade, is where we stand. You don’t know any of this?” 


  He turned to her again. She shook her head. 


  “Not any of it. Explain levels, next. Please.” 


  It was not in Cara’s nature to trust someone so fast upon meeting them. But there had been no one else in the tomb, and for all she’d tested his patience, Ser Dalius had been as honorable as could be. He was also a poor liar, which put her at ease. His confusion was obvious, for instance. 


  “You don’t know levels? Classes?” 


  It was as if she was unfamiliar with breathing. Cara made a face. 


  “I’m…a Level 5 [Singer].” 


  “How odd. How low-level. I believe you are not from this world for that alone. A ten-year old might have higher levels, especially if apprenticed. And no other classes?” 


  “Uh—[Actor]. Level 4. I got it when I fainted.” 


  She still remembered the words in her head. He frowned at her. 


  “I assume that was from you deceiving me.” 


  “Probably. I got a Skill too. Uh—uh—[Echo Voice]. And two others.” 


  The young woman saw the [Knight] nod at her, appreciatively. 


  “Congratulations. Is [Singer] a new class for you as well?” 


  “I got it yesterday.” 


  “Really? Well, congratulations again. A new class is a happy occasion in most cases.” 


  He looked around, seemed to realize that there was little occasion for happiness here, and applauded her. The clapping was quiet in the tomb and faded away awkwardly. Cara was still nonplussed. She just regarded the [Knight] as he lowered his hands, embarrassed. Celebration? 


  “So this is just a fact of life? Classes? Skills?” 


  He frowned. 


  “Naturally. Do you not have classes where you come from, Miss Cara? Ah—wait. This is another lie.” 


  He sighed heavily, shaking his head and seeming hurt once more. Cara frowned. 


  “It’s not a lie. We don’t have classes. That’s—insane.” 


  “It is the way of the world. Don’t lie to me.” 


  “I’m not! This time.” 


  Ser Dalius gave her a deep look of confusion. 


  “Then what do you have, instead of leveling up and classes? When you perform a great deed, what happens?” 


  “…Nothing?” 


  The ghost-knight looked askance. 


  “What? But classes are a reward for virtue and hard work! We all level and gain classes by our deeds! In The Book of Levels, it is written that no creature without thought and understanding lacks for levels. Not even Goblins.” 


  Cara didn’t know about Goblins or this book—but she was sure no one got levels on Earth. She shook her head. 


  “We have nothing like that, Dalius. I told you. My world is nothing like yours. We don’t have [Knights]. 


  Those were hundreds of years ago. Besides. Why do you need a reward for doing something?” 


  He hesitated. 


  “Great deeds should be rewarded, whether seen or not. Surely you must agree. Your world seems…passing strange. Incomprehensible. There are no levels whatsoever? Not even a few?” 


  He seemed nonplussed. Cara shook her head. 


  “I can agree doing something amazing should be rewarded. But it’s not. Sometimes people are heroic and no one will ever know, or thank them. That’s just the way the world is. My world.” 


  “How depressing.” 


  Cara caught herself in a nod. It was. But that was how it worked. Ser Dalius’ description of this place sounded… 


  Well, like a game. Like a dream, in a way. An egalitarian place where every action was rewarded. 


  Or watched. She shivered. And remembering how she had felt at first, she took another step away from Ser Dalius. 


  A small thing was that they were walking with almost eight feet between them. A coffin separating them. Ser Dalius had given her room at first, with a…[Knight]’s…courtesy. But that gap had been widening slightly. He glanced at her, but didn’t speak of it. After a second, though, he did cough delicately into an armored fist. 


  “Incidentally, Miss Cara…I would bring up one point with you. I am a [Knight]. I request, politely, that you call me Ser Dalius. Miss Cara.” 


  “Okay, Dalius. Whatever you say.” 


  The [Knight] looked put out. 


  “I fear you are japing me in some poor joke, Miss Cara.” 


  She smiled. 


  “It’s not a joke. Dalius. Feel free to ask me to call you Ser as much as you want. But I’m just Cara. That’s my name. And you’re Dalius. Why should I call you Ser?” 


  “…Because I am a [Knight]. Because I won my honor by over a decade of training, received a noble title from my [King], and have sworn to defend my kingdom against all foes? I own—owned land, you know.” 


  “Oh, a landowner. Good for you, Dalius. I was meaning to buy my own place when I had more money. 


  Why does that make you special?” 


  She glanced up at him, eyebrows raised challengingly. The [Knight] frowned. He couldn’t have known how much asserting his nobility would rub Cara the wrong way. He huffed. 


  “Have you no respect for skill at arms? Effort? Sacrifice in defense of kingdom and home?” 


  She rolled her eyes. 


  “I have all the respect for that. But you’re not above me. That’s what ‘ser’ means. Just like ‘Your Majesty’. I don’t believe in any of those things.” 


  Dalius looked extremely affronted. But Cara meant every word. The [Knight] floated closer. She didn’t quite walk away. 


  “I find your attitude offensive, Miss Cara. Would you not bow to a [King] if he stood in front of you?” 


  “How many swords are aimed at my neck?” 


  The [Knight]’s brow furrowed into his face. 


  “Don’t you respect royalty? They protect the land! They rule with wisdom and grace—as much as they are able. Surely that means something?” 


  She laughed in his face. Cara knew that was probably a dangerous move to do to an immortal ghost with a sword, but she spoke to him nonetheless. 


  “Kings? As bad as gods and the nobility! To hell with them all! I come from a land with no kings or monarchs. We won our freedom. And we bow to no one anymore. We are all equal. No gods! No monarchs and sodding kings!” 


  Ser Dalius stared at Cara with an open-mouth. And then sighed. 


  “Oh. Izrilians.” 


  He rolled his eyes, exasperated. Cara looked at him. 


  “Where?” 


  “The continent of Dragons, Izril. Their home. Drakes, Gnolls—a place of much strife. We clash with them often, although I heard that some of the noble houses were attempting to colonize the north. I crusaded there with my order, twice. They have no rulers. Dragons are too proud to kneel to one another, and the other species lack for true leadership. That must be where you’re from.” 


  He flicked his fingers, dismissively. Cara liked this—Izril—already. She glared. 


  “I’ve never seen a Dragon in my life. They’re just myths in my world. And—Gnolls? Drakes? What are they?” 


  He blinked. 


  “Erm. Scaled-folk? Often with wings and the ability to breathe fire or other magical effects? Those are Drakes; descendants of Dragons. Gnolls are, well—you could call them beast-folk. But they are not the Beastfolk of Baleros who take any form, from cat to dog—Gnolls are tribal, nomads. Furry? So tall?” 


  Her blank look made him sag. He forgot to move his feet and floated across the ground. Cara stared at that. Ser Dalius saw the stare, and did a double-take as he noticed he wasn’t walking. He immediately shuffled his feet into motion. 


  After a minute’s silence, Ser Dalius spoke. Not haughtily, but with a pained voice. 


  “I have always respected the rulers of nations. They give their lives for their land and people. Just as 


  [Knights] do. How can you not respect that? A [Knight] is sworn to honor. If we were to act unchivalrously, we would lose our class. Surely that merits some acknowledgement?” 


  Cara inclined her head. 


  “It does.” 


  “Then…?” 


  “I respect anyone who works hard. Who’d fight and die for a good cause. But I don’t respect the…class. 


  The rank. Because you can be born into that rank.” 


  “A [Knight] earns their class, Miss O’Sullivan. It is hardly something you are born into. A [Lord] or higher rank of the aristocracy perhaps, but I gained my class by virtue, hard work, and deed.” 


  He replied stiffly. Cara raised an eyebrow. 


  “That doesn’t disprove my point. Someone can be born a baron. However, let’s take your class as an example. Can anyone become a [Knight]?” 


  “If they study, work hard, and find a master to swear to, yes! Any species, any age! That is how classes work! Why, peasants have risen to become [Kings]! It is rare, but it can happen.” 


  Cara nodded again, reasonably. 


  “I see. That does sound equal. But Dalius…would I be right in thinking that a [Knight] needs, oh, money, to pay for education? To learn how to use a sword? Buy a sword? Armor? A horse?” 


  This time he hesitated, sensing the trap in her words. 


  “That…is true. But with a wealthy patron—I have known courageous men and women who did not come from money.” 


  “But would I be right in saying that most [Knights] come from a richer family or higher social status?” 


  He was silent. Cara shook her head. 


  “There are exceptions. But my point is that the system is made so it’s unfair. Even if one in ten poor people can become a [Knight], if nine in ten come from wealth—” 


  “I understand your point. It is well…it is made, Miss Sullivan. I shall not demand use of my title, at least until I have words that might sway you. I am not a great debater, however, and I respect your superior argument.” 


  He replied coldly. Cara stopped talking. She didn’t want to hammer the point home. But she’d also not been able to say the last part. 


  I respect the individual. She respected doctors, even professors, and certainly Ser Dalius had done nothing to show he was anything less than what he claimed to be. It was just— 


  She said nothing. Neither did he, for a while. The two moved on in silence. 


  


  —— 


  


  After ten minutes, Ser Dalius broke the silence. Despite his ire, he spoke, as if desperate to fill up the quietness around them. Cara replied gratefully. Both he and she had suffered too much of silence. And he—for all she might offend him, he had a hungry look as he turned to her. 


  “I have a thought, Miss Cara. If your world lacks Skills, does a [Farmer] not have [Rapid Growth] to allow his plants to grow to fruition in less than a week?” 


  “…Nope. Takes months.” 


  “Dead gods. How awful that must be.” 


  He seemed shocked. Cara glanced at him. 


  “You said no one swore by gods in this world. So the gods are dead?” 


  He gave her another puzzled look. 


  “Naturally. They died in ages far before I was born. It is indisputable fact. Are they not dead in your world?” 


  “Verdict’s out. I hope so, or they have a lot of explaining to do about what’s been going on of late.” 


  “Hrm. And—and—what of a warrior? Does he not use Skills in combat?” 


  “Nope. We just stab each other. Or we used to. Now, we have guns. We press a button and someone’s head explodes. Boom.” 


  The [Knight] looked horrified. 


  “Barbarians!” 


  “Says you. You don’t even know what this is.” 


  She waved her iPhone at him. The screen lit up and the [Knight] retreated, warily putting a hand on his ghostly greatsword. 


  “I saw you using that artifact from afar. It made the music which you sang with. That thing has no magic in it. Yet it glows. What trick is this?” 


  “It’s called technology. See? It’s electricity. Harnessed lightning.” 


  He floated closer, inspecting the screen. 


  “The time is…10:34?” 


  She shrugged. 


  “I guess it is. By my world. But go on. Keep explaining…levels to me. So everyone has a class?” 


  He explained. Everyone had a class. That was just—reality. You got a class based on what you did. If you liked to plant stuff and grow plants you became a [Gardener]. Or a [Grower]. Or a [Farmer], if you owned a farm. It depended. 


  For instance—you couldn’t become a [Farmer] without…a farm. A [Gardener] had to have a garden. But you could get a [Grower] class if you had a habit of growing plants in pots and stuff. 


  And if you leveled up or bought a farm, your class would consolidate into [Farmer]. Or—perhaps you might level up even more and become an [Overgrowth Farmer] who specialized in massive plants. 


  Skills gave you power. Ser Dalius didn’t understand the idea of physical limits. He pointed to Cara. 


  “A man can jump a building. With artifacts, magic, or simply the right Skills.” 


  “Bullshit. No one’s a superman.” 


  He shook his head. 


  “Miss Cara, I can fly. I did not possess this power in life, but as a mortal man I was still able to lift an entire tree at need. My skin could resist unenchanted arrows. And I knew men and women who could see for a mile and pick out an insect hopping in the grass, or outrun any bird. That is the power of Skills. 


  Surely your world has the equivalent?” 


  “No one’s jumping over buildings in my world. So I’ll get more Skills if I ‘level up’?” 


  He looked blank. 


  “Naturally. And if you are an…[Actor], as you say, you should already be in your mid-twenties. Still, the first ten levels are usually achieved before your majority—that is to say, sixteen years of age. At the bare minimum, actually. And the higher level you get? The stronger your Skills.” 


  That sounded exactly like game rules. Not that Cara was a big games fan. She lived for the stage, not…videogames. But everyone played a few games, and she’d picked up a few things. 


  “And the highest level…? What was yours?” 


  The man smoothed at his chin with three fingers. 


  “I was, in fact, a Level 46 [Knight]. A [Knight of the Crusade], actually, owing to my valor in battle. 


  Respectable. I never achieved [Bloom Knight] status, or [Knight of the Shadows], which are specialty classes of my Order—but I was fairly high-leveled. Few individuals ever pass Level 40, Miss Cara. Fewer still higher levels. Why—the highest-leveled individuals in our world are Level 60 to Level 70. I believe most [Archmages] are at least Level 60, with rare exception.” 


  They were just numbers to her. But Cara would have assumed Level 100 was the max. Apparently it was more of a curve. 


  “Huh. So you get better Skills?” 


  “Naturally. My last great Skill was [Lightning’s Hammer]—when I struck with my sword, a bolt of lightning would hit the ground!” 


  He drew his two-handed sword and mimicked a strike. Cara barely saw his sword flash; it shot out of its sheath, twisting, and he grabbed the sword and brought it down in an arc, all in less than a second. 


  It would have split a foe in two with the powerful blow. But in this tomb, it just passed through a coffin without so much as a scratch. 


  “I…don’t see much lightning.” 


  Ser Dalius looked abashed. 


  “Alas, my Skills seem to have deserted me in death. I still wear the armor I was buried in, and with some effort I can make my sword mimic the properties it had in life. See the quick-draw feature? And observe—I can control it so.” 


  He tossed the two-handed sword up and it flew back into the sheath on his back. Cara applauded politely. The [Knight] gave her a pleased bow. 


  “—But it is my nature as a ghost. In life, I had artifacts. For instance, my armor, upon being struck, would cause the striking blade or instrument to vibrate uncontrollably. This is just—a simulacra.” 


  He sighed, looking forlorn. Cara touched at her neck. 


  “You’re pretty dangerous to me.” 


  The blood had dried into a scar on her neck. Dalius regarded her and colored. Or rather—he gave the impression he did; his cheeks grew more solid and less transparent. 


  “I deeply regret that, Miss Cara. Had I even a drop of healing potion, I would heal it at once. Accept my apologies…” 


  “Wait, healing potions exist?” 


  “Dead gods! Don’t tell me you lack healing potions? What do you do when you sustain an injury?” 


  He recoiled from her. Cara hesitated. 


  “…Stitch it up, slap a band aid over it, and wait for it to heal without getting infected? We have shots, medicine…” 


  The ghost was appalled. 


  “Barbarians. So there’s no magic whatsoever?” 


  “None. But hey—we have stitches. Blood transfusions…” 


  She tried to describe the concept of a blood transfusion, surgery to the [Knight], but he nearly puked and made her stop. 


  “Horrible, how horrible! There are [Healers], of course, [Blood Mages], and all sorts who mend wounds in different ways. Not all can afford healing potions; they are expensive. But—but—cutting people open? Only the most terrible of [Doctors] do that. A mark of poverty. You don’t even have healing moss? 


  Dead gods, dead gods…” 


  He floated off. Cara sat on a stone casket to rest her aching feet. After a moment, he returned to scold her. 


  “Let the dead lie, Miss Cara! Have some respect for their graves!” 


  “You had no problem putting me on a lid when I fainted.” 


  She pointed out. The [Knight] huffily folded his arms. 


  “I placed you on an empty casket. There are a few around. Allow me to find one.” 


  It took him a few minutes. Ser Dalius could move through the walls and ground with ease. And—when not visible, he could apparently move far faster than she could imagine. 


  “Aha. Two hundred and three rows ahead and sixteen left! Not far!” 


  She just swore at him and rubbed at her aching feet. The [Knight] looked so hurt that Cara hobbled onto her feet. 


  “Okay. Okay, I’ll sit on the damned empty coffin. But I’m thirsty. Got any more water? Food?” 


  Her throat was parched from their talk, and she was growing faint again. Ser Dalius nodded and sped off, calling over his shoulder as he flew upwards. 


  “I will get the bowl for water and more of the roots! Two hundred and three rows ahead and sixteen left, Miss Cara! My thanks!” 


  She scowled at his back. 


  “You try walking, you lazy ghost.” 


  But she did walk, hobbling on feet that felt like they might be soon blistering. Rather than disrespect the dead, or her companion. Ser Dalius might be all pomp, but he seemed like a good man. 


  Or he had been. What a world. After a moment, Cara began to hum a song. 


  And the light lit her way. 


  


  —— 


  


  She was experimenting with her new Skills when Dalius found her again. Cara had three. 


  [Echo Voice], [One True Falsehood], and [Commanding Presence]. Well—one of those didn’t work when she tried it. 


  But [Echo Voice] turned out to have a dopplering effect on her voice. And more—Cara sang experimentally. A song that had just come out. Pop. 


  Hers was not the voice of a legendary pop star. But still, the ghost of Ser Dalius halted, holding a few objects in his hands. He listened, closing his eyes. And then two voices—one female, the other deeper—


  came from the young woman’s mouth. 


  He started. But the [Echo Voice] was just that. Cara could—sing. Like some people could sing with two voices, she could do that. But so much more. 


  The song trailed off as she looked up and saw the ghost. He was just a shimmer in the air. Almost invisible. She started, and Ser Dalius came into view. As if he had forgotten he existed for a moment as he listened. 


  His appearance defined itself. He stepped out of the air. The [Knight] bowed, deeply. For the song. And his eyes were longing. 


  “What…what was that, Miss Cara?” 


  “Shallow. By a woman called Lady Gaga and Bradley Cooper. From my world.” 


  She smiled at him. The [Knight] hesitated. He closed his eyes, searching for words. 


  “It is a beautiful song.” 


  His tone said it was far more than that. Cara wondered how long it had been since he’d heard the like. 


  She realized—she had no idea of his past. She shifted on the empty coffin. Then motioned for him to sit on the coffin opposite hers. 


  Since it was filled, the [Knight] stood. Then seemed to have a thought. He ‘sat’ in midair, and looked as astonished as she was that he could do that. 


  “It was a wonderful song. Not with the instruments I heard last time, however.” 


  “Oh, that? I didn’t play the music from my…my artifact. I could put on a karaoke—but I’m running out of power.” 


  She shook her head, gesturing to her iPhone. The [Knight] didn’t understand, but he nodded. 


  “Nevertheless. It speaks to me.” 


  He put one hand on his chest. Cara half-smiled. 


  “You should hear the original.” 


  But how long had he stayed in this tomb, without music? She did not know. And neither did he. The ghost drew closer, a hunger to know in his eyes. She wavered, and he halted. He moved backwards, almost abashed, pointing to something he’d set down on the coffin’s lid. 


  “I have more roots. Give me a moment, and I will prepare them. And water.” 


  “Where do you get them? Am I—is there a way out?” 


  Cara could have eaten the dirty roots. The [Knight] shook his head. 


  “It is not far for me—but far for you. Thousands and thousands of rows away. Part of the tomb has collapsed. Here.” 


  He drew his sword and carefully cut the exterior of the roots away. His ghostly sword was as close to hygienic as Cara could get and she didn’t care. She saw frost covering the roots where he sliced and held the roots. 


  She looked into the bowl hopefully. But the bowl—which had been a bowl which contained offerings for the dead, apparently—had no water. She gazed questioningly at Ser Dalius as he put the roots aside. 


  “One moment. I had to improvise, Miss Cara. My—form in death holds few advantages. But this is one of them.” 


  He floated across the tomb, towards a far wall. Curious—was there a spring or something underground she hadn’t seen or heard?—she followed. And then she saw how he’d created water to keep her alive. 


  The ghost put his hand on one wall and frowned. He concentrated—and the smooth stone began to frost over. 


  “My touch is cold. Put the offering-bowl at the base of the wall.” 


  She did. The [Knight] ran his hand along the wall, spreading the frost. And the ice, condensed out of moisture in the air, began to melt. 


  It wasn’t much; the tomb was dry. But not completely sealed. The [Knight] caught as much water running down the wall as he could in the bowl. Cara blinked as he came back over. Ser Dalius apologized as he held the bowl out. 


  “It is the best I can do. But this is still water, not fake conjuration.” 


  “That’s…ingenious. Thank you. I’d never have thought of that.” 


  Cara stared admiringly at the [Knight]. Basic condensation! Using his ghostly chill to…genius! 


  Dalius blinked, and then blushed slightly. It was the first real compliment Cara had paid him. She drank greedily, and then chewed on the tough roots as she sipped the dusty water. 


  “So—where’re these roots from? You’re sure I can eat them? Not that I won’t—I was thinking about eating some of the corpses if I had to.” 


  The [Knight] was appalled. He hurriedly checked the nearby coffins by putting his head through the stone lids. Then he floated over to her. 


  “There is food aplenty. Assuming this is food, Miss Cara. Do not eat the dead. The roots are from the entrance. The—newer parts of this mausoleum were not constructed as well as the original layout. Less magic infuses the walls; plants and vermin sometimes break through. I collected these roots; they looked most edible. The mice eat them.” 


  She glanced up. 


  “Mice?” 


  He nodded with a grimace. 


  “I culled the latest infestation. One moment. Since you’re here…” 


  He floated off. Cara finished all that he’d brought her. It was gritty, tasted of stone, and the roots were about as easy to chew as bark. Which they were, pretty much. But she ate all of it. 


  And she was still hungry, despite the roots. The young woman was hopeful as she saw the familiar glow approaching. Then she sat up. 


  Ser Dalius was approaching, and in his gauntleted fist was— 


  An entire fistful of dead mice, nearly as fat as rats. 


  “Oh no.” 


  Cara stood up. The [Knight] glanced at her as she raised her hands. He jerked—nearly dropping his burden—and then gestured to the empty coffin she was sitting on. He shoved the lid aside. 


  “It is not for you! I must dispose of them. They keep coming in. It’s been three hundred years—or so I think—and I keep destroying their colonies, but they come through anyways.” 


  He was going to throw the bodies inside. To her horror, Cara saw the casket was full of tiny, yellowed bones. How long had he been doing this? The [Knight] busily crushed the bones to make space, grumbling about a lack of empty graves. But Cara stopped him. 


  “Hold on, that’s meat.” 


  She licked her lips as she eyed the mice. Dalius looked aghast. He tried to hide the mice behind his back. 


  “You just said—” 


  “I thought you wanted to feed them to me raw. I’m not a savage. Get some fire and I can cook them.” 


  “How am I supposed to do that?” 


  Cara just regarded Dalius. She might be out of her element, but she wasn’t an idiot. 


  “I’m a smart girl from another world. You’re a ghost. A smart [Knight], rather. Are you telling me there’s no way for the two of us to make a fire?” 


  He opened his mouth. Then frowned, thoughtfully. 


  


  —— 


  


  Twenty minutes later, Cara squatted on the ground, eying a pile of wood. Some of it was fresh—but the rest was alarmingly old. The [Knight] deposited another armful. 


  “There. Roots from the entrance. I prune them anyways.” 


  The wood was dried and exceptionally ancient. It would go up in moments—if Cara could strike a light. 


  She had already taken one of the roots and was rubbing it energetically against another. But no smoke. 


  She looked up, hopefully. 


  “I don’t suppose you can create fire?” 


  “I’m a [Knight], not a [Mage]. Nor am I a member of the Order of Seasons or another [Knight]-order with magical abilities.” 


  He snapped, very put out. Cara had been ordering him around, and he had been forced to skin, gut the mice, and also get tinder. She wasn’t about to get some disease. 


  “Well—thank you. Really.” 


  The [Knight] looked surprised at the thanks. But Cara wasn’t about to not acknowledge hard work. She pondered over how to get the wood to light. That was her job rather than Dalius’. His touch would frost over the dried wood. 


  “Okay, this world has levels. And Skills. I have Skills. A class. But where are we? Again?” 


  As Cara tried to create fire with friction, rubbing two pieces of wood together and watching them fall to pieces, Ser Dalius explained. 


  “We are in the Tombs of Afiele. And as I said, it is a province in Noelictus. My home province, and my homeland. If Noelictus still exists—it is in Terandria.” 


  “Which is…?” 


  Cara tossed aside the two broken pieces of roots and tried again. The second makeshift tinder fell to pieces just as fast. Still—she needed a fire so she kept going. Meanwhile, Ser Dalius tried to draw a man in the dust on the ground. 


  “The Order of the Shadowed Blooms, my order, belongs to Noelictus. You see—we are in the northwestern part of Terandria. Here. We border Levicus—a small [Kingdom], here—and to the north and south…” 


  He was sketching a map of the continent. It was shaped vaguely like a horizontal oval—or maybe that was Dalius’ drawing ability. Noelictus was in the upper left quadrant, but the rest of it was just Greek to Cara. 


  Still, she listened. Noelictus was…a dead land. 


  “Ah, the skies are shrouded. And the daylight less than other nations. But it is a beautiful land that knows the wonder of shadows. In ages past, we wrestled with the undead. We still do in truth; death magic is plentiful here.” 


  “I wonder why.” 


  Cara glanced at the rows of graves. Ser Dalius waved that away. 


  “These tombs are protected, Miss Cara. Yes, they exist in every province. But the magic of the dead feeds the earth. Without it, the fields would fall fallow. Noelictus trades on their sacred dead. Of course—it is not germane to talk about such things in polite company. To most, we are simply afflicted by a lack of sunlight and more undead than usual. I hope you will keep the secret?” 


  “Sure. Why not?” 


  He looked hurt. Cara sighed. 


  “I’ll keep it silent, Dalius.” 


  “Excellent. Now, as I was saying, aside from our monarchy, we have a history of strong nobility who protect each province. If it is anything like my death, we have a system of [Lords] who of course have their own retainers, but whose authority is second only to the crown. They meet yearly at the capital to lay petitions at the crown, and in times of war, send their armies to join Noelictus’ and the kingdoms of Terandria to fight each other…” 


  The rest of it was rather similar to medieval Europe in Cara’s opinion. Just with magic and references to monsters popping up. You thought it was bad being a serf? Try living in a land where your class was 


  [Serf], you could be attacked by a Dragon, undead, and you still had limited access to toilet paper. 


  “Now, what about your world?” 


  The [Knight] was still unconvinced that Cara really was from another world. He just thought she didn’t know how things were. To prove she was—she showed him her iPhone. Cara flicked on the screen, and as he floated over her shoulder, played one of her saved videos. 


  “Do you have anything like this?” 


  The [Knight] stared at the animated figures, and then recoiled in horror. He drew his sword and aimed it at the iPhone. 


  “Put it away! Put it away!” 


  “Watch the sword! Hey! It’s just a picture! It’s an emoji!” 


  Ser Dalius relaxed only after Cara flicked the screen off the text chat. 


  “But it was yellow! It had no neck—no nose! It was some kind of horrific…” 


  He shuddered. Scholars from Earth had debated whether an ancestor of the modern man would be able to process an animation or modern picture like a smiley face. The answer was that they could—but they found it deeply disturbing. 


  To calm Dalius down and reassure him that she didn’t keep the distorted faces of people in her phone, Cara showed Dalius a music video. She liked to download them; it was a pain to stream on wireless networks and she didn’t buy phone data. 


  Dalius, who had loved her singing before, recoiled at the noisy music video. He covered his eyes, blushing furiously. 


  “What scandalous clothing! They’re all but naked! I’ve seen brothels with more clothing! And I’ve never heard music like that! It’s so—raucous!” 


  The young Irish woman sighed. She stopped the video, and Ser Dalius raised one hand. 


  “No, wait. Show me more. That wasn’t a complaint.” 


  She smirked, but then saw his expression again. Longing. A hunger to see other people, even ‘captured’ 


  on the screen. 


  Silently, she resumed the playback. Ser Dalius murmured. 


  “Ah, the music.” 


  He only focused on the scantily-clad women for a moment. After that, he just closed his eyes and listened. There was something…so forlorn about his expression. Cara looked up at him. And then she asked the real question. 


  “Dalius…how long have you been dead?” 


  The ghost-knight froze. 


  “T-three hundred years?” 


  He didn’t look very convinced by his answer. Neither was Cara. 


  “Are you sure?” 


  Ser Dalius hung in the air. He hesitated. And—for the first time, his face twisted. Into uncertainty. 


  “I think so. When I first—when I was first here, there were no roots. But after a while—there were. And mice. I—I count by generations of mice. I eradicate them, and they come back. I’ve slain about three hundred generations of them. I may have missed my count. But they reproduce quickly. So—one generation per year?” 


  Assuming they always burrowed into the tomb. Cara hesitated. 


  “From what you say, Dalius. It sounds like you weren’t supposed to become a ghost. So what happened? 


  Is this normal?” 


  “I don’t know.” 


  A flicker crossed his face. And for the first time, the proud [Knight] seemed worried. Upset. Uncertain. 


  He took a step backwards. Into the air. He looked around. 


  “Ghosts should not exist. In life I fought their ilk. I am—undead. I think. Or else, a summoned spirit, like the Stringfolk summon their dead. But no one prepared my corpse. Perhaps after my death…? All I know is that I died. I had taken ill of the plague. The Burning Fever was ravaging Noelictus. And healing potions just accelerated the illness. I—the [Healer] did his best. But I lay, raving. I was hot. And then—and then—I woke up.” 


  “And then?” 


  Cara held still. Ser Dalius’ face contorted as he remembered. He shook his head, turning his wide eyes to her. 


  “I only know that I died and woke up as…a ghost. Quite by accident. I thought I had survived the disease, actually. I kept banging on the coffin’s lid and begging for someone to find me until I realized I wasn’t breathing. Then, well—I learned I was dead.” 


  He almost smiled. But he looked—as if he’d been stabbed. The man shuddered. 


  “I—I thought someone had animated my body. I roamed around. A ghost of a [Knight]. It is not honorable.” 


  Dalius shook his head, troubled. 


  “Ghosts are not common to begin with. I suppose I was particularly strong of will, or perhaps lucky. Or unlucky. Mayhap there was too much magic about me as I died? This tomb is meant to discourage the formation of the dead. There are some guardians, but…” 


  He searched around. So did Cara. 


  “There are supposed to be others?” 


  The [Knight] nodded. His silvery arm pointed. 


  “I call myself a guardian of this tomb. But I self-appointed myself the role. In truth, Miss Cara…you are the first intruder to ever step foot here. Aside from the mice.” 


  He looked embarrassed at the revelation. Cara almost smiled. But there was a desperate tone to Ser Dalius’ voice. 


  “Something is wrong. Yes, this tomb is meant to be guarded! In the past…there were more guardians of this crypt. Powerful spirits of the living, sworn to defend this place against despoliation that the dead 


  might rest. I swore no such oaths, but I hoped to join them. I searched, for…for years, perhaps. But there was no one. And by the time I found my grave again—even my armor was turned to dust. It was meant to be enchanted. I suppose they buried me in ceremonial armor. Hah. Well—well, I hope my successor wore my armor well.” 


  Steel didn’t corrode that fast. Hair rose on Cara’s neck. Ser Dalius half-smiled. His eyes were lost. He focused on her as she spoke, desperate. 


  “Dalius. Do you…do you think it might have been longer than three hundred years?” 


  The man recoiled. Stepping higher into the air, unconsciously. He looked around. 


  “No. No! It wasn’t that long! I might have been dead only thirty years, you know. Mice breed quickly. 


  Ten generations a year? That—that makes sense. Noelictus’ dead should have been interred in generations after mine. But no one ever opened the tomb.” 


  “And the guardians?” 


  “They should be here. But they’re not—I was always told each tomb was protected by powerful guardians. Ancient [Knights] and [Lords] who were given a chance to serve in death. The living used to consult them. Call upon them in times of need. But they’re gone. Maybe I can’t see them. I thought I couldn’t see—but you can’t—can’t see them either?” 


  The man’s voice broke for a second. He focused on Cara. And she realized—she had put one of his delusions to flight. She slowly shook her head. 


  “Dalius. What happened to them? Do you think something happened? Did you check? Maybe—” 


  “I checked! Don’t assume I didn’t check! I checked every inch of the tomb!” 


  He cut her off with a wild cry. Cara fell silent as the [Knight] rose higher. And his eyes were wider. His voice louder. 


  “I knew I was a ghost! I knew I was wrong! I asked for them to release me! Of course I did. Don’t you think I searched?” 


  “But what hap—” 


  He laughed, wildly, despairingly. 


  “I don’t know. I don’t know! I looked for years, but this place is deserted! The guardians are gone! I was the last generation to be buried!” 


  He shouted, rising through the air, clawing at his face. Cara looked up, suddenly nervous. The ghost screamed into the darkness. 


  “They’re gone. They swore to protect Noelictus, but they were dead before I was buried! I am here and I do not know why. I’ve been here so long I lost count. I screamed for them! But there was nothing but the mice. My bones turned to dust—” 


  Dalius’ fingers failed to scratch his skin. His eyes were wild as he swung around. His knightly virtue was gone. There was a ghost. But also—a mortal man. Lost by time. Unable to even die. 


  He caught himself with effort. And saw the young woman gazing up at him. The [Knight] froze. 


  And then sank to the ground. Dalius watched Cara as she tried not to step back. He bowed his head. 


  Brushed at his eyes, wearily. 


  “I am ashamed. My conduct is disgraceful for a [Knight], and I am still one, even if my Skills and levels have deserted me. Miss Cara, I will see you leave this place. I swear that.” 


  “No. I understand. I’m sorry. Ser Dalius—I’m glad you remained.” 


  The man raised his head, blinking at her. Cara hesitated. But his raw grief and despair—she paused, remembering the biting pain of frostbite. 


  Then she reached out and touched him. Her hand passed through his shoulder for a second—and then—


  found something. 


  Ghostly skin. He looked up at her, hungry, desperate. And she bent and looked into his eyes. 


  “Ser Knight. Without you I would have died. Even in death, you saved my life.” 


  His despairing eyes lit up. The [Knight] bowed his head. And then, slowly, he rose. Ser Dalius sighed. But he looked lighter as he nodded to her. 


  “I felt that.” 


  It was all he said. In an oblivion without touch. Without sound. Without light. He touched at his shoulder, wonderingly. Then he bowed. 


  “Miss Cara. If I was given life after death to save one more person—it is worth it. As I say—I am a poor replacement for the legends this tomb was meant to hold. But I will be your escort.” 


  He smiled, wearily. And Cara smiled back. So—for him, the lost [Knight] in the tomb, the [Singer] looked around. 


  “It’s late. Why don’t we rest? If you’ll stand watch over me, that is.” 


  Actually, her iPhone said it was mid-morning. But time was meaningless. And the [Knight] gazed at her, so lonely. 


  “It would be my honor. I can at least gather more water. Roots.” 


  “Yes. Thank you.” 


  Cara checked her iPhone. It was running out of power. Even so, she touched the screen. 


  “But before I do—I never explained what my world was like, did I, Ser Dalius? It’s a lot different than your world. More advanced. Less magic, but we invented a lot of things. And we made this. Would you like…to hear a song?” 


  A song began playing from the speakers. Ser Dalius’ eyes widened. Slowly, he cast around. And then sat on a stone lid. 


  “I—I should like that very much, Miss Cara.” 


  “Well then. I should introduce myself.” 


  She got to her feet. She had been born in Ireland. Lived there all her years. But she knew her world—and this was not hers. Nevertheless—some things were the same. 


  The lost man sat on the lid. Kind. A bit sanctimonious. But honorable. As lost as she was. Cara O’Sullivan swept him a deep bow. And her voice was deep, resonant. Not with any Skill. But with years of practice. 


  “In my world, there are [Actors], Ser Dalius. Not just performers, but [Actors]. Who strut and fret their time on the stage. We sing and dance. Perform timeless stories.” 


  She looked around. The dark crypt was a poor stage. But then again—the light made her the one thing in the world. She put the iPhone down, illuminating her body. 


  “But I have no props. No cast. So for now, I’ll sing a song.” 


  “I heard you sing before.” 


  The [Knight] murmured. He watched as Cara cleared her throat, warming up. She nodded. 


  “I trained as an actor. A singer. A performer. I can dance and juggle. So—here’s a little song for the Knight of the Tomb.” 


  He jerked and started at that. But then smiled. 


  The music swelled. The drums and a guitar crescendo. And Cara sang another song. A fitting song to give hope to the immortal ghost. 


  Go the Distance from Hercules. 


  The [Knight]’s bowed head slowly rose. He looked up. The [Singer] stood in front of him. And he sighed. 


  Closing his eyes. 


  The ghost shed no tears, because he could not. But he took courage from the song in the darkness. And his body seemed to shine. 


  Cara saw his features soften. His legs grow firmer. They tapped against the stone coffin. She saw faint flesh, pulsing veins. Dark hair, like hers. And his eyes were pale yellow and green. 


  For a moment, a man sat there. Smiling faintly. And the glow from his body disappeared. But that was alright. 


  Because she was a star. So the young woman shone for them both. 


  [Singer Level 7!] 


  [Skill – Melody of Sparks obtained!] 


  And that night—there was fire. 




  1.03 P 


  On the second day of their journey in the darkness, Cara woke up to light. Orange, flickering, but light. It came from a small fire on the stone floor. 


  In the dark crypt, it glowed. Crackled. It was warm and merry. She jerked as she stared at it. 


  “The fire.” 


  A ghostly [Knight] sat around it, admiring the flame. Just as he had when she’d fallen asleep. He glanced up. 


  “Good morning to you, Miss Cara. Or so I assume it is.” 


  She blinked at him, and then the fire. He helpfully indicated it. 


  “I have been tending to the flames that you might eat a breakfast. Mice, or roots, perhaps. A lovely thing to see, flame. A very useful level-up and Skill. Ah, but then—we are often granted such things.” 


  The ghost-knight was calm as he poked a few skinned and neatly de-boned mice. He’d even cut off the heads and…extremities. Cara smelled roasting meat. Her mouth watered, despite knowing what they were. 


  “Are the mice…I mean, d’you think I could eat…?” 


  It felt like months since she’d last had anything hot. Cara squatted down around the fire. Dalius hesitated. 


  “I believe that they are cooked. One cannot tell—and whenever I try to touch—” 


  He poked a mouse and steam rose from the contact. His chilling fingers were a detriment to this. Cara hesitated. 


  She burned her fingers on the mice and the roots that Ser Dalius had tied them to. The meat was actually a bit overdone. It lacked salt, condiments, and it was very gamey, which was to say, mousey. 


  Still, she devoured them. Ser Dalius looked on wistfully. 


  “One almost forgets how food tastes. Is it…good?” 


  “Yuth. Give me another. Please.” 


  She remembered the sky. And remembered that this wasn’t normal. Cara shuddered as she stared at the fire. Ser Dalius was tamping it out. 


  “I had to gather enough fuel, but I am sure I’ve stored enough of those damned roots to fuel the fire at least a few more times, Miss Cara.” 


  “I—thanks, Dalius.” 


  The [Knight] smiled. He looked pleased by the mundane activity. But Cara just shuddered. She felt at her teeth, scratched at the enamel. 


  “I need to brush my teeth.” 


  “Do what now?” 


  The [Knight] got the worst of her appalled look. Cara opened her mouth and pointed to her pearly white teeth, which until now she had obsessively taken care of. 


  “Do you not brush your teeth? Show me them! Open up your mouth! Go on!” 


  “What? That’s not—er, that’s a private thing, Miss Cara!” 


  Ser Dalius backed up. Cara made him open his mouth. She was disappointed to see the man had most of his teeth. 


  “We take potions. You swish it about if you’re feeling toothache or itching. Once a week. Of course, I know a few [Knights] who’ve needed most of their teeth replaced, but I don’t see the point…” 


  Another difference. Cara rolled her eyes. She was trying to explain basic dental hygiene, but Ser Dalius had no knowledge of bacteria or…anything. She tried to pull up something on her iPhone, wondering if she had an image of bad dental hygiene. 


  No internet meant no pictures. She sighed. But then…she stared at an icon on her display. 


  “Does your magic box have power for another song, Miss Cara?” 


  Ser Dalius asked wistfully. He saw the young woman smile. She checked the power. 35%. Not great, but…it wouldn’t be too much power wasted, would it? 


  “Hey, Dalius. I just had an idea. Stand there. Or float, would you? I’ll show you something else from my world that’s as good as magic. Better, maybe.” 


  “I hardly think that’s possible if you don’t have healing potions or tooth rot curatives. But very well.” 


  He floated haughtily over to where she was pointing. Cara tapped an app and lifted her iPhone. 


  “Okay. Just stand there and look at me. Look at the iPhone. Right here.” 


  He did so, blankly. Cara hit a button. After a moment, the ghost called out. 


  “…What am I supposed to be doing?” 


  She laughed, tapped the screen again, and walked over. 


  “You did enough! Take a look!” 


  Mystified, he stared at the screen. Cara angled the iPhone. The [Knight] saw… 


  A dark tomb. Coffins, illuminated by a pale glow, and a glowing fire in the background. And in the middle? 


  His eyes went round. 


  “Is that me?” 


  Ser Dalius was a frozen image in the air. Astonished, the [Knight] looked at Cara. 


  “That’s a mage-image! Clear as day! Your artifact can store those?” 


  “Your world has pictures? Not just paintings?” 


  Care blinked at Ser Dalius. Both of them looked astonished—then laughed. Ser Dalius peeked at himself again. 


  “Is that truly me? I look so…” 


  His features clouded. Growing further transparent as he stared at the see-through man. Cara eyed him, concerned. 


  “There’s more. It’s not a picture. Here, keep watching.” 


  “It’s not? What do you m—” 


  Ser Dalius saw the image, the video, begin to move as Cara hit the play button. The [Knight] stood there, blinking a few times, floating. Then he spoke. 


  “…What am I supposed to be doing?” 


  The suppressed guffaw of laughter from Ser Dalius was all that Cara wanted. He laughed, and grew fully-featured again. He pointed at the screen. 


  “I did that!” 


  “Of course! It’s a video!” 


  “Moving pictures? A stored memory? What an artifact! Can you play it again?” 


  “Of course. Here—” 


  Cara made the five-second clip play once more. It was hardly the peak of comedy, but Ser Dalius laughed at himself, at his blank look. 


  “And you can just take it at will? As many as you want?” 


  “Hundreds of videos depending on how long they are, yeah.” 


  “That’s…that’s a relic-class artifact! And anyone can use it? You just tap…” 


  He was no fool. He tried to copy her. And his fingers touched the screen in his eagerness. Cara felt the iPhone go cold. She saw frost form and yanked it away in sudden alarm. 


  “Dalius, no! You’ll freeze it!” 


  He snatched his fingers back, guiltily. 


  “I’m sorry!” 


  He retreated. Back to the safe distance. Cara felt at her phone anxiously. Then she saw the [Knight]’s face. She wavered. Motioned him back. 


  “It’s fine. You just can’t touch it.” 


  “Are you sure?” 


  He was reluctant, suddenly aloof again. Cara motioned him back over. 


  “Come on. It’s safe. Take another look—I have to turn it off or I’ll drain too much power. Then I suppose we had better get on the way again, right?” 


  He nodded slowly. 


  “It is still far to go. What shall we talk about as we walk? Perhaps a song?” 


  “Only if you sing for me.” 


  “I…am not a [Singer].” 


  “So? Do you have to have a class?” 


  “No. Not at all! It’s just—I have a poor singing voice.” 


  She laughed. After the fire was tamped down, the two walked on through the darkness. But no longer so far apart. They walked next to each other. Talking. 


  


  —— 


  


  Ser Dalius kept asking Cara to sing in between their conversations about worlds. Cara obliged him three times with little ditties, nursery rhymes, and a song. But then she decided to push back. 


  “I’ll only sing or perform if I get something in return. You must have some talent, Ser Dalius!” 


  “I don’t sing. I would hardly wish to sully the tomb with my voice compared to your talents, Miss Cara.” 


  She rolled her eyes as the [Knight] shyly demurred. 


  “Fine, no singing. But don’t you have any other talents? That sword, for instance. Got any interesting techniques? Show me, come on.” 


  He hesitated. 


  “I…could demonstrate some abilities, I suppose. I don’t have Skills—” 


  “But you’re a [Knight]. Come on, Ser Dalius. What’s there to lose?” 


  “My dignity? However, if you insist…” 


  It took only a minute of persuasion before Ser Dalius unsheathed his sword. He made a show of reluctance, but only a show. 


  “I—er, I suppose you should see a sword trick. Not an actual sword art. I can’t perform those anymore. 


  And battle’s more about efficiency. Not whirling blades and figures-of-eight.” 


  Cara laughed. 


  “I know that. I learned to sword-fight for the stage. And I dated a medieval reenactment enthusiast.” 


  “A what?” 


  Ser Dalius hesitated as he traced the air, adjusting his grip on the greatsword’s hilt. Cara tried to explain. 


  “Someone who…dresses up like a [Knight]. Or someone living in our old times.” 


  “Which sound much like my times. Are people that far removed in your world from armor and swords?” 


  “Let me put it this way. No one carries a sword on Earth.” 


  Ser Dalius looked dismayed. 


  “What do you all use for battle, then? Against monsters?” 


  “We don’t have any. The worst we have are…bears. Or other people. That’s still a large problem, but it’s just not swords and armor.” 


  “Remarkable.” 


  He shook his head. Then he moved his hands on the hilt, spacing them apart, one near the pommel, the other near the hilt. 


  “As I said, this isn’t a traditional sword technique. But it’s, er, fun. [Knights] would trade these tricks along with actual battle techniques in our spare time. I only learned this one. It’s called the ‘Dervish’s Whirl’. If I fail, please don’t laugh.” 


  “I won’t.” 


  He glanced at her suspiciously, but Cara gave him an encouraging smile. She knew all about performance anxiety and failure on the stage. Mind you—laughter and heckling was better than apologetic clapping. Way better. 


  She expected it to be a silly trick, especially in how Ser Dalius built it up. He took a breath, again, unnecessary, and then the greatsword rotated in his hands. 


  He was far enough away from Cara, but she took a step back as she saw the huge sword perform a vertical 360 in the air. He twirled it around his left side, changing his grip, and whirled it up around his right side, then down. 


  “That’s impressive!” 


  It took a lot of control, not to mention bravery to swing a sword so close to your own skin. Cara supposed Ser Dalius being a ghost took away from a bit of the danger. As would armor. Even so— 


  “This isn’t the trick. I’m not even up to speed. Wait.” 


  Ser Dalius grunted, his face a mask of concentration. Cara blinked. 


  “Up to…?” 


  The sword’s whirling arc sped up. She stared as the slowly rotating blade became a blur, the edge too fast to trace. She backed up further. Now, it was whirling across his body in a hypnotic pattern. Left side, right side, up, down, up— 


  It was fast. Alarmingly so. Then he started doing it one-handed. 


  With a greatsword. At this point, Cara realized that if Ser Dalius let go, there was no telling where the sword would go. She wavered, then watched. 


  Ten seconds, twenty…after thirty at full-speed, Ser Dalius stopped. Not because he was tired, but rather because he seemed acutely embarrassed. He looked around, jumping slightly at the applause. 


  “Well done!” 


  Cara smiled as she lauded him. Ser Dalius regarded her suspiciously, but she was laughing with delight and applauding. 


  “That was incredible!” 


  “It was just a trick.” 


  He murmured, but his ghostly cheeks became slightly more opaque. He feigned wiping at his brow. 


  “I was worried I’d let go. At least I don’t get tired and my hands don’t get slippery. Last time I tried that, I destroyed a table and part of the floor.” 


  He looked around anxiously, checking the stone floor and coffins for damage. Cara shook her head. 


  “You’re too modest. That’s…that’s impressive.” 


  She inspected the [Knight] with newfound respect. He might be from another world, but she felt that she was looking at someone at the top of their craft, even if that craft was swinging a sword. He demurred, again. 


  “I’m no [Blademaster]. As I said, they have all kinds of sword tricks. I once saw a man throw a sword up so it spun in an arc, like…” 


  “A boomerang?” 


  “I have no idea what that is. Let’s say yes. And it had such rotation that it took half a minute to fall.” 


  “That’s impossible.” 


  “Not with Skills. You see, there are all kinds of synergies. Why, I have indeed seen experts in the blades perform all kinds of odd tricks. Like a Named Adventurer who could throw up a dagger, leap, and use it as a foothold in the air to fight on. He could hop from dagger to dagger before they even hit the ground.” 


  “You’re making that up.” 


  “I’m a ghost, Miss Cara. Is it so hard to believe?” 


  Since he’d shown her his sword trick, it was her turn to perform. And that was actually harder than she’d thought because Cara didn’t want to use up her phone’s charge. 


  “Can you not sing by yourself?” 


  Ser Dalius had requested another song, eager to hear more music. His face fell as he hovered next to her, having seemingly decided walking was too much work. Cara, who would have gladly joined him, made a face. 


  “Most songs have accompaniment. I can do it—but it’s not as good. What about—a dance?” 


  “…I suppose that would be appropriate.” 


  He murmured, trying to hide his clear disappointment. But Cara’s voice was already nearing hoarse from all the talking and dry tomb air. 


  Then came the question of what dance. Because dancing by yourself in an empty tomb with a ghost watching was hard enough. He might laugh if she performed a dance move from her world. They had too far to go, anyways. Cara didn’t want to tire herself out… 


  And then she had it. The [Actress] blinked. And then smiled. She fumbled for her iPhone. 


  “Hold on. I’ll play a song while I do a…dance.” 


  “I thought you had to save its mana? Power?” 


  Ser Dalius looked concerned. Cara waved that off. 


  “The performance matters more! It’s just one song.” 


  “Well then. Will you sing?” 


  He sat on a coffin and didn’t quite notice that his bottom went halfway through the lid. Cara decided not to point this out. She smiled. 


  “It’s not a song I need to sing along to—also, I don’t know the words well enough.” 


  “Ah. You don’t have the Skill? [Perfect Recall], that’s what most [Singers] and [Historians] and such have.” 


  “Huh. I’d love that. No—my memory’s fine. I can remember entire plays. It’s just—a different language.” 


  He blinked. But before he could ask, Cara hit the play button. And a piano began to play. 


  Ser Dalius smiled. It was instantaneous, wondering. 


  “Is that a harpsichord—?” 


  Then he cut himself off. Refusing to ruin a second of the music. He watched, curiously, as Cara began to walk forwards. Wasn’t she going to dance? What was she— 


  His eyes widened. Had she just…stopped? For a second, it seemed like she’d slowed in time. Mid-step, her movement slowed. Then time resumed and she took a step. Her other leg moved up, her foot lifted— 


  Slowed. It was like every step was delayed at the apex of its progress. Frozen, moving. A clock that was only half working. Then, he heard a voice in a foreign tongue begin to speak. 


  “Drathian?” 


  The [Knight] started. It wasn’t English. It was, in fact, Japanese, and Cara couldn’t have sung it if she wanted to. Well, she could come close, but it wasn’t a language she knew. 


  Wonderingly, Ser Dalius floated after her, staring at her feet, demanding to know if this was time magic before he caught himself and shut up. It was nothing of the sort, of course. Just fine muscle control. It was a lot harder than it looked, to stop your foot and imitate that shutter-step technique. Cara had practiced for a week to get it down after seeing the music video of World Order, performed by a Japanese band by the same name. 


  It wasn’t quite a dance, but it entertained the [Knight], and that was all she wanted. Cara performed a few more moves, all of which had that stop-motion quality to them, a hallmark of the band’s performance. When she went back to the shutter-step—she saw Ser Dalius copying her. 


  The [Knight] floated through the air as the music played, trying to imitate her movement. He was a trained warrior. And while he kept glancing at her feet rather than looking straight ahead—he nearly pulled it off! 


  Cara smiled despite herself. They walked across the tomb, performing for no one but each other. When the music stopped, they had to laugh again. 


  “Amazing. I’ve never seen that trick. And what was that song? Not the common tongue, indeed. 


  Drathian? It sounds vaguely familiar, but I have met few enough from the Isles of Drath.” 


  Ser Dalius shook his head. Cara raised an eyebrow. 


  “It could be any number of languages. That’s Japanese.” 


  “A language from your world, then. There are only two main languages I know. The common tongue, and Drathian’s speak. Perhaps some old tongues among Gnolls or other species.” 


  “What, everyone speaks English?” 


  Cara was astounded and incredulous. Ser Dalius looked at her with much the same expression. 


  “Why would we make communication harder?” 


  “Well—because each culture grew up independently and invented language on its own. It’s not about ease of communication—” 


  “Invented language? What a funny notion. Why would your world have to do that?” 


  “…What?” 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara’s ‘artifact’ entranced Ser Dalius. Twice more he asked to see his video. The second time, Cara had to refuse. She felt like every time she turned it on, the battery dropped another percent. 


  “Can it not be recharged? With harnessed lightning?” 


  Cara had an image of her standing in a storm and holding her phone up. She snorted. 


  “I left my charger back home.” 


  “Then with magic?” 


  She doubted it, but hey, if a bearded man with a staff wanted to give it a shot…the thought of the iPhone running out of power wasn’t as terrifying now she could conjure light. But it was still a piece of home. 


  “What a wondrous object. And you say these are commonplace, Miss Cara?” 


  “Everyone has one.” 


  “What, everyone? I thought you were a [Merchant]’s daughter, or had saved up for this.” 


  Cara snorted. 


  “I wasn’t exactly rich growing up. Far from it.” 


  “Oh. But your artifact—” 


  “Anyone can buy one with a normal salary. It’s not exactly a suit of armor.” 


  Ser Dalius looked a bit hurt and Cara relented. 


  “Sorry. That was too harsh.” 


  “I did come from a noble household. I assume you did not?” 


  “…No.” 


  He looked abashed and ducked his head. Cara felt motivated to continue. 


  “That’s not the only reason I dislike…classes, Ser Dalius. Although it’s not fun to be in an environment where not having money works against you. It’s just that I’ve met…[Knights]…in my world that weren’t half the man you are.” 


  “Even as a ghost?” 


  He half-smiled, pleased at the compliment. Cara gazed at him seriously for a moment, such that his smile faded. 


  “Not even then.” 


  She looked around the dark tomb. And felt it pressing in all of a sudden. To distract herself, she switched topics again. 


  “Tell me about…about other continents, Dalius. Or just Terandria. Are there Dragons? You said there was a continent of them?” 


  “A continent where they are most commonly found, yes. Izril. Or Issrysil as some call it. But ‘common’ 


  and ‘Dragon’ are not words I would use together. They are an ancient, rare breed. Terribly dangerous. 


  More so than Giants, and far more aggressive.” 


  “But what are they like?” 


  “Glorious. Moody. Arrogant. I met only three.” 


  “Three.” 


  “Oh yes. One went on a rampage. I’ll tell you about that one last. The first I met was the Silver Dragon. I can hardly pronounce his name, but he was a glorious being…” 


  On they walked. And the stories lit up Cara’s mind, keeping the darkness at bay. 


  


  —— 


  


  It was rare that Cara…talked to someone as long and as intimately as she and Dalius did. 


  Not that they were intimate in a physical sense; if anything, he always walk-floated a bit away so his cold aura and body wouldn’t inconvenience her. Indeed, he’d fly ahead, return with food or prepare the fire, and so on. 


  However, intimacy was certainly there because neither could escape the other, even if they wanted to. 


  They…talked. Talked for hours on end. 


  Cara counted it had been a day and a half in his company. She had spent most of it just talking. 


  Sometimes walking in silence, but that too was unnerving. So the ghostly man filled the silence when her throat was dry or sore. He longed for company more than she did. 


  He had odd habits. For instance, the moment Dalius heard something skittering, he’d be on it like a flash. The first time, Cara had almost laughed to see him come back with a little, dead mouse in one hand. 


  “You truly hate them, don’t you?” 


  “They are invaders into this sacred tomb. And they get everywhere.” 


  The [Knight] glared at the dead mouse with a pierced back. Cara raised her brows. 


  “How do they survive? If they’re getting in…” 


  “Holes and tunnels. They don’t survive—not truly. They eat the same roots you do, I suspect. But most starve to death. I find their corpses even as far as you were. At least there are no bugs. The mice though…they leave droppings, they turn into skeletons in the blink of an eye…” 


  Dalius grumbled as he gestured around. Cara had seen him do this more than once; find a less-than-fresh mouse, and spirit away. 


  “Where do you put the mice?” 


  “Unused caskets. There are some empty ones. There are about eighteen full of bones. I thought about piling them up…they seem to have the same idea, you see? Ah—there. If I recall correctly…it’s not far.” 


  He pointed her ahead to what turned out to be a forty minute walk of ‘not much further’. Cara was glowering when she arrived, but she stopped and recoiled slightly. 


  “Eugh!” 


  She stared at a pile of…well, mice skeletons. Dalius pointed. 


  “You see?” 


  “Did you do this? It’s disgusting!” 


  The mice still had preserved flesh in some places, but most were so old that the yellowed bones were mixed together. A literal pile of tiny bones and skulls. Dalius waved a hand urgently. 


  “Not me! I clean them up, thank you! But I find the skeletons lying together…I suspect perhaps the mice gathered before they died? Mayhap consumed each other? Then again…the undead do this too.” 


  He chuckled. Cara eyed him. 


  “What. Zombies?” 


  “Mm. Sometimes. Join together to form stronger undead. But mice? I think it’s just them trying to survive, albeit through cannibalism. I’ll put this away; I find these things now and then. Mouse cairns, I call them.” 


  Dalius sighed, bent down, and began to scoop up the bones. He ferried them off, and Cara saw him dropping little bones, cursing, picking them up fastidiously, then flying off faster… 


  The world’s oddest ghost janitor. He clearly was not good at his new job, even if he’d had centuries of practice. He made a face that expressed how distasteful he found picking up the mice corpses and bones, and his approach to disposing of them was apparently dumping them in a pile and hoping they’d disintegrate in time. 


  “Haven’t you thought of making a broom out of roots or something? Or a shovel? Crafting some sort of tool?” 


  “They would fall to pieces continually. I am no [Cleaner].” 


  Dalius looked scandalized by the thought. He drew himself up and touched his ancient breastplate. 


  “Miss Cara, I am Ser Dalius of the Order of the Shadowed Blooms.” 


  Cara bit off a sarcastic response. 


  “I understand that. But you’re…dead.” 


  He huffed, crossing his arms. 


  “Death does not free me from my vows. Well…” 


  He hesitated. 


  “…In theory, it does. I swore many oaths, ah, ‘until my last breath’, or ‘unto death’. But the spirit of my vows remains intact. I am a [Knight]. I trained from a boy to be a [Knight], and it is all I ever was. I wish nothing more than to…continue being one.” 


  Dalius walked with Cara, looking blankly ahead. She glanced at him and the greatsword on his back. 


  “You mean, continue fighting evil or something?” 


  She couldn’t help but smile, and was surprised when Dalius turned his head and returned her smile without any guile. 


  “Yes. There is great evil in the world, Miss Cara. Or at least, there was when I died. I cannot imagine the world has changed that much. [Brigands] and [Bandit Kings]. Monsters. Oh, terrible monsters. I would fight them all if I could. I have been granted a second chance. My body does not age! I cannot die by mortal means, save perhaps great magic or other powers.” 


  His voice rose. He put his hand on his sword. 


  “Even foes that humbled me in life would quail before a ghost wielding honor and blade! A Human man whose valor defied death itself!” 


  “Also, because they can’t hit you.” 


  Ser Dalius looked hurt. 


  “Yes, that too. I believe I was brought back for a reason, Cara. I…just don’t know what it was.” 


  He looked around, and was suddenly lost. 


  “If it is to guard this tomb, I have done it for so long…yet all I have guarded it from is mice. I truly thought you were the invader I waited so long to place myself against. Now? If my resurrection were not some sign, some duty. If it were just chance—” 


  He stopped himself. Cara glanced at Dalius’ hand, still on the hilt of the greatsword. 


  It was trembling. She spoke, pretending she hadn’t seen it. 


  “I’m grateful you’re here, Ser Dalius. Who knows? Perhaps that terrible monster is coming. 


  Maybe…you’ll leave the tomb one day?” 


  His head lowered, but there was a hungry look in Dalius’ eyes when he turned his head to her. 


  “Maybe. There are stories of Noelictus, Miss Cara. It was said that in days before even my grandparents were young, the dead did guard our sacred resting places. They would rise and do great battle when the tombs were unsealed. To protect land and country. To vanquish evil. Hundreds, thousands of them. An army of the dead.” 


  Cara’s skin prickled at his tone and the image he described. 


  “It sounds like something out of a movie…a story from my world. So that’s why you thought there was some keeper of this place. You never saw any.” 


  Dalius’ face fell. 


  “No. So they truly were legends, or the great magic or Skill ended. Perhaps the last of it summoned me. 


  In which case, I am a [Knight] alone. And a poor one at that.” 


  “You seem strong enough to me.” 


  He ducked his head humbly, and rubbed at the back of his head, looking quite pleased. 


  “Ah, well, you did not see the best of my Order. Not that I was a poor warrior…but there are far braver and more valorous souls buried here.” 


  Cara had a sudden thought. 


  “Like…Arteis?” 


  “Who?” 


  Dalius looked honestly blank. So Cara told him. 


  “Arteis Ladel. She had a special…grave. She was an, um, [Paladin]? Crusader of the Dawn Patrol?” 


  He actually flew back a bit before realizing it was too far away for a quick trip. Dalius returned, looking fascinated. 


  “Dawn Patrol. It is no group I have ever heard of. How did you find her grave? What else did it say? 


  What was her level? I have read thousands of tombs, but that is only a drop in the bucket…” 


  Dalius looked truly interested, so Cara recited what she could remember. 


  “Arteis Ladel. She survived a Goblin Lord, fought in the Dawn Patrol…her grave was marked with glowing text.” 


  “Ah! One of those graves! Of course!” 


  Dalius’ eyes widened. Cara stopped to put her feet up. She sat on a coffin, much to his chagrin, but she had to. Cara had blisters, and she removed her socks to pour some water he procured over them. 


  “It hurts.” 


  “I could…find a chunk of stone and freeze it?” 


  “That might work. Thank you.” 


  Dalius found a bit of stone, gripped it so tightly it began to frost over, and then handed it to Cara. She gingerly numbed her blistered feet. She’d burst a few blisters already, but her well-worn shoes had saved her from the pain…until now. As she sat there, Dalius spoke. 


  “A Goblin Lord, eh? The Dawn Patrol being unknown does not surprise me. Such groups come and go. It might have even been an adventurer’s group. Though she was a [Paladin]…a crusading unit. Not surprising. Goblin Lords? They’re still appearing, then.” 


  “That’s…normal? Goblins? They have Goblin Lords?” 


  Dalius sighed. 


  “Entire civilizations. Monstrous creatures. They look fairly humanoid and they think—can even trade or fight for righteous causes. Yet their very…nature compels them to do evil. Goblin Lords unify tens, sometimes hundreds of thousands of them. And when a Goblin King arises…” 


  He clenched his fist. 


  “Nations burn. I was lucky enough not to be born in an era when one appeared, but that is something else I know will come time and time again; Goblins are impossible to exterminate entirely. And they will plague the world…just as they did for this Arteis. But can one fight a ghost?” 


  He truly wanted to set the world’s wrongs to right with his sword. Cara eyed him and handed the rock back. He sighed, held it, then handed the frozen stone back. 


  “Well, the living rise to great calamity. A [Paladin]. A noble class, to be sure.” 


  “Which is better? [Paladin] or [Knight]? Aren’t [Paladins]…appointed by royalty?” 


  She was thinking of the historical paladins of Charlemagne, but Dalius seemed astonished. 


  “I suppose they could be, but a [Paladin] is dedicated to battling evil.” 


  “…And [Knights] aren’t?” 


  He lifted a finger, raising his brows, and began to speak like he was a teacher in front of a class. 


  “A [Knight] is sword to a liege-lord or the crown itself. We uphold order and law, which also translates into doing battle against enemies that threaten such things. We are a military body who fight in concert with other [Soldiers] in war, and form Knight-Orders. [Paladins] fight evil as a concept, and are much more individual. Roaming crusaders. Their abilities hew more to magical. Technically, their class is rarer, and I suppose…superior…without consolidation.” 


  “Uh, consolidation?” 


  “Upgrading your class.” 


  “Oh, right. You told me. How common is that?” 


  Dalius smiled. 


  “Very. I’ve done it. Most who pass Level 30 will change their class at least once. So you see, even a 


  [Knight] can surpass a [Paladin] depending on our level or Skills. Not to disparage this Arteis…if her grave was magically marked, she was a valorous warrior and much beloved. Ah, what level was she?” 


  “Um…only Level 43. So lower than yours, right?” 


  Dalius visibly hesitated. 


  “Oh. That’s, er…not bad, actually. She and I are fairly close in level. Level 43, you said?” 


  Cara nodded. Dalius swallowed. 


  “Yes. Not bad for a [Paladin], especially.” 


  “Why’s that?” 


  She gave him a teasing smile. He flushed, his incorporeal cheeks darkening. 


  “Ah—well—you wouldn’t know this, but—some classes level slower than others. The more impressive the class, the harder it is to level up. So Level 43…” 


  “Is that better than a [Knight of the Crusade] at the same level? She’s ‘only’ a [Paladin].” 


  Dalius pointedly avoided the issue. 


  “They would only write her general class if it was unknown. As I told you, it is a mark of significant ability to reach Level 40. Level 50 is considered a true marker of power, and most nations can only boast of a handful of warriors at that level; only one or two at Level 60 or higher. Beyond that? You would be known worldwide if you were Level 70 or higher.” 


  He heaved a deep sigh. 


  “I never reached Level 50. But then—few do.” 


  “Really. So not many people reach Level 100?” 


  He laughed incredulously. 


  “Across all their classes? I knew a few who passed one hundred in combined levels. But never in one class. That is the very stuff of legends. Famous [Dragonslayers] were only Level 80 in ages of yore. This Arteis was not there, but she was a great warrior for her time. Believe me. I would that I had known her.” 


  Cara nodded slowly, taking it all in. 


  “I do too. Hers was the first grave I found like that…I was…” 


  She hesitated. 


  “Lost. Despairing. Her epitaph saved me, if that makes sense.” 


  Ser Dalius looked at her and smiled sadly. He nodded, half-bowing back the way they’d come. 


  “That is what [Paladins] do. Even in death.” 


  Cara almost smiled at him. Almost. She looked at Dalius, thought of Arteis. Noble people. She wanted to believe they were genuine. If so— 


  “Your world is better than mine.” 


  Dalius watched her, puzzled. 


  “Why so? For levels? For magic?” 


  Cara’s smile was twisted. The ghost saw the young woman glance up at him, and then away. 


  “No. It has heroes. Real ones.” 


  


  —— 


  


  For a while, talking with Dalius helped. The fire, the food—it sustained her for more hours of walking. 


  Hours and hours. 


  Unending coffins. Dark stone. Even if it was a vast place—claustrophobia began to set in after eight hours. A subtle panic after ten. 


  The madness set in on the…third ‘day’ underground. Cara felt like the walls were closing in on her. 


  She woke up on the ground, staring at the fire and feeling as though she was being watched. Not by the ghost, either. 


  “Are you alright, Miss Cara?” 


  Ser Dalius had prepared breakfast. This time, Cara ate and felt the cooked flesh in her mouth. The allure of hot mouse wore off fast. 


  And she felt a prickling at her skin, a desperation after three days of nothing but the tomb. 


  Only the fire kept her sane. Ser Dalius was unaffected, but he was pleased just to have Cara for company. 


  “Should we sing, or talk this morning?” 


  “No. Let’s just—keep going.” 


  Cara muttered. Her body ached from the hard floor, and try as she might, she couldn’t be properly civil to him. She looked around—then put down the last half-eaten mouse and began to walk forwards. 


  The [Knight] floated off after Cara as she stalked away into the darkness, looking concerned. They were going the same way. Always, the same way. He claimed they were making progress and that the entrance of the crypts lay ahead. 


  But today, Cara stared at the unending rows of evenly-spaced graves. The relentless darkness, lit only by Dalius’ form. And she couldn’t take it. 


  “Dalius. Tell me more about levels. The Skills I got. How does it all work?” 


  The cheerful dead knight didn’t notice the edge of desperation in her tone. He smiled and spoke. 


  “Ah, as I told you last night—leveling is a hallmark of all sapient species. We all level, but not at the same pace. Only greater deeds allow one to level.” 


  “I’m already Level 7. Is that…fast?” 


  “Exceedingly so. But then—you have been singing to survive. All by yourself, in the darkness? I have known stories of those who leveled just as quickly as you.” 


  “Really?” 


  The young woman focused on Dalius. He nodded. 


  “Oh, desperate battles wherein brave souls withstood monsters or sieges—one practically jumps in level under the most duress. As well as ability! The first ten levels come quickly to you, Miss Cara, because of your talent. Indeed, had you grown up in this world you should surely be at least Level 20. But you will slow. For now—your Skills are humble. But they will grow stronger. Like your [Melody of Sparks]. You see? In time, it might become far more powerful.” 


  Cara nodded. She closed her eyes and hummed something. Just for a second. 


  A few sparks lit up the air around her. Ser Dalius smiled. So did Cara—but as soon as she stopped humming to watch, the brief, firefly-esque motes of light winked out. And it made the darkness worse. 


  She could call sparks forth. Dancing bits of fire. They lit the campfire and cooked the mice, but they were just bits of fire. 


  “I knew a [Bard] who could sing fire into fireplaces, a merry blaze. And he was just a performer on the road. Songs have power, Miss Cara.” 


  “They shouldn’t. You can’t solve anything with a song and dance. I’m an entertainer, not a magician.” 


  The [Knight] laughed at this. 


  “But songs are magical. As magical as a spell! Why would it not be—” 


  “Because it’s not, alright? It’s not!” 


  Cara turned and shouted at Ser Dalius. Her voice rang in the tomb. He paused, affronted. Cara’s eyes were open, wild. She looked around. 


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shouted. I—” 


  She’d been too loud. She felt like…something…had just heard her. She focused back on Ser Dalius to apologize and realized he’d grown transparent again. And thus…dimmer. His light was the only thing in this world. 


  The darkness pressed in. Cara glanced around and began to hyperventilate. She had managed to stave it off for three days. The first few days, she had clung to denial, to music. But now claustrophobia—Cara felt like something was pressing on her from all sides. 


  “I need light. Light. I’ll sing…” 


  She mumbled, reaching for her iPhone. She had resolved not to use it. But the darkness— 


  A scratching sound made Cara choke on her next words. Her eyes roamed the darkness. She whirled, turning to Ser Dalius. 


  “Do you hear that?” 


  “What?” 


  The [Knight] was stiff, possibly hurt from her shouting at him. He looked around. Cara shuddered. She backed up into a sarcophagus. 


  “Something’s moving in here. You said this place was empty.” 


  “Possibly mice. Miss Cara, you are hallucinating.” 


  “Don’t tell me what I’m seeing and hearing! Something’s out there! You—you said undead could rise from corpses.” 


  “Any corpse. But as I said, in Afiele’s tomb, precautions are kept—” 


  “Are you sure?” 


  She looked at him. Ser Dalius frowned, then took on a lugubrious, almost condescending tone as he smiled at her. 


  “Miss Cara, I have guarded this place for…for at least thirty years! And not once have I seen a single soul, undead or otherwise. If there were ghosts, or other beings, surely I would have noticed.” 


  “Maybe they don’t want you to. I—I hear something. It’s too dark. Did you have to put out the fire?” 


  Cara licked her lips. Ser Dalius shrugged. 


  “It was difficult to maintain. The roots burn—but quickly. I thought about making a torch, but—” 


  “Yes! Why didn’t you?” 


  “It’s a waste of wood.” 


  The prim response made the young woman stare at the [Knight]. He shifted uncomfortably as he floated. 


  “Well, given the finite amount of wood—” 


  “I need light! I need a torch! Go make one!” 


  Taken aback by the desperation in her tone, Dalius floated back a few feet, through a grave. That made it worse. He responded cautiously. 


  “That’s…hardly a knightly errand, Miss Cara. I’m happy to make a fire and gather food, but a torch seems superfluous. Why don’t I tell you about levels? I know quite a lot of classes. And—” 


  “Shut up! I need a torch! It’s too dark! Don’t you get it? No—you don’t understand because you’re dead!” 


  Cara lost her temper and shouted. She saw Ser Dalius flinch. He stared at her, and opened his mouth. 


  Then—scrutinized Cara. 


  Her back was to the stone grave. She was panting. The darkness and her reaction to days in the stifling tomb had caught up. She needed sky. She needed air. Light. She fumbled her iPhone on. 


  “Light. Please, Ser Dalius—” 


  The [Knight] heard her voice crack. He slowly bowed in the air. 


  “I will make a torch. My apologies, Miss Cara. Stay there but—but ten minutes.” 


  “Thanks. Thank you. Please hurry.” 


  She whispered. The ghost nodded at her and flew off ahead of her, quickly vanishing from sight. And there—Cara realized she’d miscalculated. 


  Because the darkness was all but absolute. And without Ser Dalius, it was worse. Her iPhone lit up the stone floor and graves in a small area around her. But Cara still heard it. 


  Skitter, skitter. 


  It was just the mice. Tricks her mind played on her. Cara looked about. She didn’t see anything. But her eyes were so poor. 


  “Calm down, Cara. You’ve seen damn mice. You eat them. For breakfast. It’s just—” 


  She sat on the lid of the grave, as sacrilegious as that might be. Peeking around. Now that she looked around—the tomb was the perfect place for a game of hide-and-seek. The long, identical graves let something creep up on— 


  Cara whirled, shining her light around. She thought she saw a shape, moving for a second. It was small, mouse-sized. She slowly exhaled. 


  “So there is a mouse problem. Hey! You little bastards! Piss off, will you?” 


  She shouted, grateful for something to take her frustrations out on. She owed Dalius an apology. He was okay. She just needed that torch instead of wasting her battery and then— 


  Skitter. Skitter. 


  Cara’s head turned. There was another shape. It moved out of the way, hiding behind a grave. 


  “I saw that! Get lost, rodents!” 


  She shouted. Two mice. They could be lunch. Ser Dalius could hunt them down. She felt…a bit queasy. 


  She hoped the mice weren’t infected or filled with something nasty. But they’d been cooked. 


  Movement. Cara’s head turned. A third mouse poked its head around the side of a coffin to her right. 


  She whirled. 


  “What the—” 


  The glowing eyes retreated. Cara stared. And suddenly—she felt uneasy. 


  “Those eyes…” 


  They had been glowing. Not just gleaming in the light. Before her phone’s light had swept across it, she could have sworn the mouse’s eyes were glowing. 


  “Just a trick of the light. Calm down, Sid—Cara. You’re a professional. You’ve seen worse. Calm down.” 


  She took a deep breath, and then another. She was not a child. That was just— 


  Skiterskitter. 


  Cara whirled. This time she caught three mice scurrying around the corner of a stone coffin. Three. The hair on the back of her neck rose. 


  “What the…get lost! Do you hear me?” 


  She shouted then, with all her might. But the rodents, contrary to their cowardly stereotypes, didn’t flee. Cara stared at the coffin, refusing to look away. They were right behind it. She got up onto it, warily— 


  Skitterskitterskitter. 


  From behind her. Cara whirled about and caught eight. They froze. And before they scattered behind the coffins she saw. 


  Their eyes were glowing. But not just from her flashlight. Their eyes burned in their sockets. Dancing, magical flames. Because the mice? 


  The mice were dead. Their heads smashed in, their backs broken. One scuttled low to the floor, rotten flesh hanging on bone. They swarmed behind a coffin as Cara stared. 


  “Oh god. Oh no—Dalius? Dalius, get back here!” 


  She shouted. But the [Knight] was gone, making a torch. Cara whirled, shining her light around. And she realized— 


  She was surrounded. Little, scurrying forms were moving from coffin to coffin. Not away, but coming towards her, avoiding the light, but coming nonetheless. 


  “How? Wh—” 


  Undead mice. Cara remembered what Ser Dalius had said. Undead rose from any corpse. Humans, other species—why not mice? But why so many? Why— 


  The coffin full of mice bones. 


  Cara’s grip slipped on her iPhone and she barely caught it to bring it up. A stream of glowing eyes moved behind the coffin. She remembered Ser Dalius showing her all the mice he’d killed over ‘three hundred years’. Had—had Ser Dalius closed the lid properly? She couldn’t remember. 


  Skitter— 


  Cara whirled about. Mice fled the light, at least thirty creeping up on her from behind. 


  “Dalius! Dalius, get back here! The mice are alive! Undead!” 


  The young Irish woman screamed. But no one came. 


  “Our father who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy name. By kingdom come, your will be done…” 


  Her voice faltered in the darkness. The prayer was foul with hypocrisy on her lips. And the undead mice swarmed close, held at bay only by the light. 


  Their eyes glowed in the darkness—ghostly fire in their hollowed eye sockets. Of different colors. Mostly yellow, but some red, or blue, or… 


  It was beautiful. Terrifying. Cara whispered. She tried to call water, or sparks. Or light. If she could not pray—at least a song. And one sprang to mind. 


  Fire. 


  “Confiteor Deo Omnipotenti, Beatae Mariae semper Virgini—” 


  Latin words of prayer, turned into music. A shining orb of light rose on Cara’s left shoulder and she inhaled. A glowing orb of pure white. The mice hesitated, shying away from the radius of light. Fire, sparks of it, flickered into life in the air. 


  “Beato Michaeli archangelo—” 


  Another orb of light rose as Cara’s voice swelled. She inhaled and began to sing. For the undead, she would call hellfire— 


  The light illuminated the undead mice. Shining, glorious. They backed away until they were twenty feet away. And then—as Cara swept her iPhone’s light around—they stopped. The bright light surrounding Cara grew stronger. 


  But the mice refused to flee. They stared up at her. Yellowed and white bone, rotting forms. The 


  [Singer]’s song faltered. The mice slowly rose onto two legs. She pointed her glowing iPhone at them, seeing hundreds, possibly thousands around her. In one…vast…circle… 


  Cara’s voice faltered. And the mice attacked. 
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  Thousands of them flooded across the stone ground, climbing up the sides of the coffin. Undead lights flickering. Mouths open, decayed teeth biting. 


  “Fuck!” 


  Cara saw the first wave crest the coffin. She kicked, and a dozen bodies went flying. They were as light as nothing, but hundreds were coming. She looked around, saw an opening, and leapt. 


  The mice swarming up the coffin saw the living being land, crushing several of them underfoot and then run. They raced after her, silent but for the scratching sounds of their feet on stone. 


  “Dalius! Daliuuuus!” 


  That was the only word she screamed. The mice were coming. They were fast, but fear gave Cara wings. 


  For a moment. She ran through the rows of tombs, hearing them coming. They made no sound. That was what was so terrifying. 


  Something landed on her shoulder. Cara shouted. She felt teeth biting, sharp paws—she tore it off her, flung it to the ground. But more were catching up. 


  They leapt over coffins, swarming over the stone, trying to bite her, crawl up her legs, bring her down. 


  Cara felt things racing up her pants, tearing at her clothing. 


  “DALIUS—” 


  “Cara!” 


  A ghost flew through the tomb. At first his voice was annoyed. Ser Dalius held a torch made of hastily-bound roots lashed together. He flew towards her. 


  “What is the matter? I was as fast as I—dead gods!” 


  He saw the rats behind Cara. She just screamed. 


  “Do something!” 


  The [Knight]’s stupefaction lasted only a moment. He dropped the torch. And then he lifted his hand. His sword shot out of the sheath on his back and he charged, landing on the ground and lifting his greatsword. 


  “Behind me!” 


  His roar was like life in the darkness. Cara ran past the ghost and saw him slash. His first strike went through dozens of mice, severing them mid-leap. His sword was sharp enough even to hack into stone. 


  Ser Dalius pivoted, bringing his sword up in a second slash, then a third. He had been trained to combat, and delivered each blow with a swordsman’s grace. 


  Yet the flow of dead mice never slowed. Dalius hacked through fifty with one swing. But they came on, even when half their bodies were split in twain. Only when their skulls were destroyed did they stop. 


  And there were so many. Cara kept running. Ser Dalius backed up. The mice streamed through him. He slashed, faster, and faster, but it was like cutting water. 


  “Miss Cara! Run!” 


  She had never stopped. The ghost flew towards her, hacking downwards more clumsily as he flew and struck the rats. He dashed them off her, crushing them with his ghostly hands as they tried to bite her. 


  “There are too many! My Skills do not work!” 


  Cara gasped. She had no breath to say or do anything. Even now her pace was faltering—Ser Dalius swept his sword low across the ground, flying through the stone floor and scything with his sword. A maneuver born of desperation; one only a ghost could have pulled off. 


  This time the mice died by the hundreds. Ser Dalius ran through the horde, leaving only severed limbs and bodies behind. He flew upwards, scattering bones, and dove at Cara. 


  “I have them! Keep running a moment longer! I will cut them down as they follow you!” 


  The mice were divided a second time as the ghost swept his sword across the ground. This time—the undead broke. Retreated. Cara slowed, panting, her lungs burning. She saw Ser Dalius harrying them. 


  “What—how—” 


  She tasted blood. Cara heard her lungs rasping for air. She gasped as Ser Dalius scattered more mice around her. She felt something wriggling on her back, pain— 


  “God!” 


  She grabbed the mouse and threw it to the ground. Her foot smashed the bone body. Cara shuddered. 


  Then—she saw Ser Dalius turning. The [Knight]’s eyes widened. Something rose past one of the coffins. 


  “Dragonskies. Miss Cara—run!” 


  “What? What is—” 


  The [Singer] saw a shambling form. A—a—body made of tiny bones. Something like a face, gaping at her. The amalgamation of mice bones rose and jerkily fell over the lid of a coffin. 


  Both Cara and Dalius froze. Only the [Knight] recovered, though. 


  “Bone Horror! Cara! Keep running! They are reanimating the bones!” 


  A second shambling horror rose from the dead mice. Cara backed up. She saw only a single burning flame; the thing had only one eye socket. 


  “How—” 


  It rose higher. Towering over her. Like something out of a movie. But—no crazed mind could have fit together all the little bones like this undead had, into a perfect jigsaw puzzle that shifted with each movement. It reached for her, exposing a hand made of teeth that snapped— 


  Ser Dalius’ sword cleaved through the thing’s head. The ghost brought his sword down, bisecting the Bone Horror. It fell to the ground. Cara stared at him. Ser Dalius didn’t pant. His voice was level—but marked with intensity. 


  “They are reanimating. There is too much death magic! Cara—run.” 


  He spun. The pirouette of his sword took off a second Bone Horror’s head. Even now, the ghost’s blade was peerless. But the Bone Horror kept moving, reaching for Cara. Dalius brought down his sword twice and it fell to pieces. 


  “I—” 


  Cara ran backwards. Dalius heard-saw her running. And then sensed her stop. 


  “I said run—” 


  He roared and turned. The next sight made him freeze. 


  The Bone Horrors shambled out of the darkness. No longer individual mice, but dozens upon dozens of them, pulled together into a terror. Ser Dalius whirled. From his side as well. Cara stood there as the undead approached. Seeking her. 


  “What—how—?” 


  For the first time in her life, Cara froze in panic. She had survived being held up at knifepoint, stage panic, automobile accidents—so much. But not this. This—this wasn’t from Earth. It wasn’t bad luck, or an accident. Something you could react to, solve, or just endure. 


  This was a monster. And you could only do one thing. But Cara—stared up at a towering face made of mice bones. She thought it smiled at her. 


  “Miss Cara Sullivan. I swore to protect you. I cannot fight them and guard you.” 


  Ser Dalius’ voice was very calm. No—not calm. Cara turned to him and saw the whites of the ghost-knight’s eyes. He was afraid. For her. But he was a warrior. He looked around as the Bone Horrors slowly advanced. 


  “What do I do? Can you lift me—’ 


  He reached for her. Grabbed her. Cara screamed. Her flesh froze as Ser Dalius’ fingers froze her. She screamed, from pain and at him. 


  “Let go!” 


  “I have to take you to safety! I must—” 


  The [Knight] cursed and let go. He charged left as one of the Bone Horrors, faster than the others, shot forwards. The sword cleaved down one, then two, then three. They couldn’t hurt him, though they tried. 


  But Cara—her skin was in the early stages of frostbite from that touch alone! She couldn’t be carried. 


  “I have to lift you! Miss Cara! I will grab one arm! Choose one in five seconds!” 


  Dalius roared. He spun, laying about him with his blade. Cara stared at him. 


  “Think, Sid. Think…” 


  She looked around. She had to do something. She had to— 


  Improvise. Her eyes alighted on something. Cara gasped. 


  “Dalius! Help me!” 


  He turned. Cara was heaving at the lid of a coffin. The ghost’s eyes widened. 


  “You can’t—” 


  “Don’t argue! Hurry!” 


  The Bone Horrors were joining together. Ser Dalius cut one down at Cara’s back. He hesitated, then reached and pushed with one arm. 


  “Noelictus forgive us—” 


  The lid slid aside. Cara saw a figure inside. She froze. An emaciated form stared up at her. It could have been male or female. Time had turned the skin to leather. Sunken sockets, yellowed teeth— 


  “I—” 


  She regretted her decision. She couldn’t do that. Ser Dalius stared down as well. Then he swore. 


  “By the Hundred Houses of Terandria.” 


  Cara turned. And she saw one final shape rising higher, higher, into the darkness. Towering above the tiny coffins. So vast and huge— 


  “Dalius. What is that?” 


  The ghost was calm as he gazed up at the thing made of countless generations of mice. 


  “That. Is a Bone Giant. Get inside, Cara.” 


  The Bone Horrors joined together, fusing into the towering figure. It wasn’t bipedal. It looked almost like the very thing it was made of. Only—deformed. A monstrosity. Cara hesitated. But this time the [Knight] 


  shoved her. His fingers froze her clothes. 


  “Hide.” 


  “But you—” 


  The [Knight] held his sword in one hand. He gripped the coffin’s lid with the other hand. Behind him rose the colossus. Cara looked up as she was pressed against the body in the coffin. She saw the lid being dragged back into place. 


  Not once did she see Dalius’ eyes flicker. The [Knight] saluted her and turned as the light and sound vanished. His last words remained, though. 


  “This will not take long.” 


  


  —— 


  


  She was lying on a corpse. Inside a coffin, in the darkness. Preserved it might be, dusty rather than molded due to lack of air and dried—but a dead body nonetheless. 


  Cara began hyperventilating—then tried to stop inhaling anything. There was air in the overlarge casket. 


  Enough to keep her alive. But the madness of what was happening— 


  “Soldiers stayed in trenches. Crawled through the dead. You can do it. Dalius won’t take long. You can—


  do this.” 


  She whispered to herself. Cara inhaled, forced herself to exhale, inhale again. She counted the seconds, heard another thump, a triumphant roar. 


  “Level 40? He’s another kind of monster. That boy could take down the Cyclops.” 


  Cara tried to smile. She—this was not the time for music. She wasn’t about to damn well sing in here. 


  But maybe— 


  The body was underneath her. Every time she moved she felt it. Cold, pallid flesh. Don’t think—don’t move— 


  The lid was too close to her head. Cara could barely move her arms, for all the casket was large enough to hold them both. She slowly, slowly, reached for her pocket. 


  Her phone. She needed music, light—something. Cara was panting as she heard Dalius roaring. Another crash—no, a thump— 


  Rustling. Something bit at her fingers as Cara reached for her iPhone. She shouted, a scream of horror and jerked her hand out of her pocket. 


  The undead mouse came out with her hand. Cara smashed it into the wall, ignoring its teeth. 


  “You damn mouse! Die!” 


  She crushed its bones, reveling in the small victory despite the pain. Cara inhaled, shaking— 


  Sudden light filled the casket. Cara jerked. Because it was not her iPhone. She didn’t know where it was coming from. Then she saw. 


  Two glowing eyes. Burning flames in the eye sockets. Not the rat’s. Far larger. Yellowed fire filled the corpse’s empty eyes. Cara stared in horror as below her—the zombie began to move. 


  “No! No, no, no—” 


  She screamed. Pleaded. Heaved on the casket’s lid. But the same thing Dalius had put in place to protect her was trapping her. There was nowhere to run. She couldn’t even reposition herself. The dead body began to snap, rotten teeth biting, trying to claw at her. Cara screamed a dead man’s name as she tried to block the face, the hands. 


  But he never heard her. 


  


  —— 


  


  Ser Dalius finished the Bone Giant after ten minutes of combat. The construct just—collapsed. The death magic animating it couldn’t regenerate indefinitely, as he had known. And the incorporeal, invincible ghost had just slashed it into pieces again and again, flying upwards to deliver devastating blows to its midsection. 


  It wasn’t the most honorable of battles, but lacking his Skills—which would have actually expedited the process—Ser Dalius couldn’t help but preen a bit. He flew around, making sure the mice were well and truly dead. 


  “They must have all animated at once and escaped their caskets. Because of a living soul. No—did I seal the first one improperly? Or was it just Miss Cara? Both?” 


  The man alighted on the floor, kicking bones out of the way, speculating. He crushed a few still-twitching frames of bone, and then looked around. 


  “Ah, Miss Cara’s coffin.” 


  It was slightly out of line with the others. Ser Dalius floated over to it. He’d even made sure to place it that way, lest Cara run out of air as he searched for the right lid. He pushed at the lid, straining without feeling any of the muscular discomfort he would have in life. The ghost shoved the lid to one side. 


  “Miss Cara, I have dispatched—” 


  A figure rolled out of the coffin. Ser Dalius saw Cara land on the floor, scramble away. He turned, astonished. 


  “Miss Cara? Wh—” 


  He froze. Cara’s face was cut. Someone had bit her—a tooth was stuck in one cheek, torn out of rotten gums, and her arms were scratched to pieces by rotten fingernails. Ser Dalius turned. 


  The zombie rose out of the coffin, shambling, wrathful. It turned its head, coming after Cara. The little undead mouse that had animated it scurried past the zombie. The undead figure lurched— 


  Ser Dalius’ fist smashed into its face. The zombie rocked backwards. The [Knight] grabbed the undead by the neck. He smashed the skull into the lid of the coffin. 


  Once—the skull cracked. Twice—skull and skin deformed. Again, again—pounding the zombie’s head into paste. The man only let go when he realized the body he held was headless. The rest was…paste. 


  Lying on the ground. Then Ser Dalius whirled. 


  “Cara!” 


  He saw her. Lying there, bleeding. Her eyes were wide. She looked up at him and the [Knight] saw her flinch as the last mouse crept towards her, both back legs smashed. She stared at the undead. 


  Both of them. 


  


  —— 


  


  She was shaking like a leaf. Like some rookie having stage fright before her first real performance. 


  Stop it. Sid—Cara—tried. But she couldn’t help it. She stared at the dead corpse as Ser Dalius placed it back in the tomb, asking forgiveness for destroying the body. She looked around at the bones—no longer stirring as the ghost entombed them in the stone caskets once more. The death magic that had animated them had run out. 


  She shook. But she refused to weep. She refused to shed a tear, as Ser Dalius returned. 


  “Here. It’s not much. But it’s all I could find.” 


  Worn cloth, so tattered and thin with age that it was translucent. A bowl of water—firewood. The 


  [Knight] set about making a fire, condensing water to boil the rags he’d pilfered from other graves. He cursed at the delay, watching her… 


  She was bleeding. Cara stared down at her hands. The zombie had torn at her with its nails and teeth. In that enclosed space, there was no way to dodge or block it. Her arms were lacerated. 


  “It’s not deep. It’s not deep. I’m fine. I’m fine.” 


  She mumbled, wincing. Her throat was raw from screaming those ten, confined minutes. Ser Dalius floated towards her. He lifted the dripping, boiled bandages. She flinched away from him. 


  “Let me bind your wounds. At least, clean them. I have no potions. Miss Cara. This is all I can do—” 


  “I’ll do it myself. Don’t—don’t touch me!” 


  She screamed the words. The fingers halted. 


  Don’t touch me. The ghost looked at her. He let the bandages fall into the bowl and handed it to her. 


  She shuddered. She tried—but her hands shook so badly she could barely mop at her cuts. 


  “It—it—” 


  Her voice shook so badly she couldn’t say anything for a minute. At last, she managed to get the words out. 


  “It was just—a zombie, right?” 


  “Yes. Not a Ghoul, or Draug. Newly-raised dead are usually…zombies. Weak. But dangerous to those without [Warrior] classes.” 


  The young woman inhaled. Her hands shook—she stared at them until they stopped, pressed the hot rags against a burning cut. 


  “Right, right. And I’m just a weak person. I get that. If I had a sword—it was nothing.” 


  “It was not. Miss Cara. I cannot begin to apologize—” 


  “You don’t have to apologize for anything. I should’ve thought of it. I’d have been squashed by that bone giant-thing anyways. I got out of it without more than a few cuts. It was only trying to kill me. I’m fine. I’m fine.” 


  She took a shuddering breath and tried to control her breathing. 


  “I can’t be afraid. I—will not—cry. Tears belong on the stage.” 


  That was all the [Actress] said. She reached up; her cheek was stinging. Something was— 


  She yanked out the tooth. Stared at it, and the decayed flesh. Dalius saw her toss it away. But still—her eyes glittered, but she refused to break down. 


  “I’m stronger than this. I have to be.” 


  “If you need privacy—” 


  “I need to be tough. I’ve lived through worse!” 


  She snapped at him. Half-screamed. The [Singer] caught her breath. She closed her eyes. 


  “…No. I haven’t. I’ve been…attacked. But not by that. That—that was a monster.” 


  “Yes.” 


  The [Knight] knelt there, filled with shame. He looked up at her. 


  “Monsters which plague our world. Just one of many. Have you no undead?” 


  “None. The dead stay dead.” 


  The Human from Earth whispered. The [Knight] shook his head. 


  “One thing your world has better. And no—no monsters? Trolls? Chimeras? Griffins?” 


  “Legends. In my world—monsters are people. They look like you and me. But they rape and kill and murder. Monsters are Humans. Humans are monsters. I thought the worst thing I’d ever meet was a…another Human. We do terrible things to each other.” 


  Ser Dalius shuddered. 


  “I am no stranger to that. But other species…even without them, Humans still fight?” 


  “Did you expect something else?” 


  The ghost bowed his head. 


  “…If you were to have asked me rationally, I would not. But part of me would have hoped, Miss Cara. 


  Please. This failure—” 


  “What did you do wrong? You killed the mice. You killed the—the Bone Horrors. And the giant. You just forgot to stab a corpse. No one did anything wrong. Bad things happened. Bad things always happen. At least I had a [Knight] this—this time. And I’m fine. Look, see?” 


  She smiled. But it was a bad act. She wasn’t fooling her audience. He watched her, so overcome by guilt that Cara began to put on a performance. For him. 


  She stretched out, checked her breathing. Put on a rueful smile. Yes, pretend. Pretend you were with it and maybe—maybe it would become truth. 


  “You know, I’ve survived worse. Really. This isn’t the first time I’ve been attacked. Zombies? Not as bad as sharks. I was swimming one time and got torn up by a shark. You know what they are? Vicious buggers.” 


  The guilty [Knight]’s head was bowed. But it rose, a tad suspiciously. 


  “…In my experience, sharks do not attack Humans.” 


  Cara blinked, improvised. She pointed at one arm, sighing. 


  “Well—this was a special case. I’d cut myself. Blood in the water. And it laid into me. Got my arm, leg—


  I’d show you the scars, but with all these cuts—” 


  “I see them.” 


  Dalius stared at Cara’s arm. The [Singer] paused. 


  “You what?” 


  She glanced at her arm. Then gasped. Across her arm, mixed with the cuts from the zombie’s claws were—scars. Healed tissue, showing large bites. She stared, bug-eyed. Dalius looked at her. 


  “I didn’t notice the scars before.” 


  “…That’s because they weren’t there before.” 


  The Irish woman inspected her arm. She poked at the scars. They didn’t hurt. Or feel…real. She had a scar on her ass from an unrelated incident. This—this was—her eyes widened. 


  “[One True Falsehood].” 


  “Ah. Another lie.” 


  Ser Dalius said it sternly, but he almost smiled, relaxing. Cara looked up at him. 


  “I was just—making that up to make you feel better. But my arm—is this permanent?” 


  He snorted. 


  “I shouldn’t imagine so. It’s one falsehood made real. Part of your [Actor] class I’d assume. Do you ever tell the truth?” 


  “…Of course.” 


  The [Actress] smiled. And glanced back at her arm. Suddenly—the scars were gone. Uneasily, she stared at the cuts, scabbing over. She—she supposed she had to keep up the lie. 


  But she was tired. She just sat there. Ser Dalius washed some of the bloody bandages in the water bowl over the fire. 


  “Miss Cara—” 


  “Forget it. You saved my life, Dalius. That’s all there is to it. I’m fine. I will be. Thank you.” 


  He looked back at her. But Cara’s face was set. And Dalius—regarded the lying woman and lied too. 


  “Very well. Pardon me. I was just worried. I see I needn’t have been. You’re quite resilient, Miss Cara.” 


  Her shoulders slumped. The [Actress] looked up at him. 


  “Thanks. Thank you so much.” 


  The [Knight] nodded. He longed to touch her, take her shoulder and reassure her. But instead he turned away. 




  1.04 P 


  Their journey continued after that. Cara woke up in the night, panicked, gasping, thinking she was in the coffin. And she ate only the roots after that. But she refused to scream, and she kept walking. 


  Ser Dalius watched over her as she slept. That helped. And he kept apologizing—despite Cara telling him to drop it. But after that day—she asked more about his world. And she always kept a lit torch made of the dried roots and listened hard for the sound of skittering. 


  But it was peaceful. Isolating, but peaceful. Ser Dalius told her of the monsters he had battled. And they were legion. 


  “Hydras are endemic to Terandria and Baleros. I believe Wyverns occupy Izril. Er—Manticores Chandrar, and so on. Those are some of the larger threats.” 


  “Fuck. And you fought them?” 


  The [Knight] puffed out his chest. 


  “Well, in life, I had Skills and magical artifacts. Even without armor and an enchanted blade, I daresay I could have put up a good fight. As I said—Skills equalize the savagery of magical beasts. But…monsters are terrible.” 


  He looked at her. None of Cara’s wounds had turned septic, thankfully. But the bandages itched around the scabbed cuts. She rubbed at them, absently. 


  “I envy you. Your world, Ser Dalius. I wish I had seen the Silver Dragon, at least. I could do without the monsters.” 


  “Yours seems peaceful by comparison.” 


  “Did you not hear about the dictators? The wars we fight with each other? Firearms?” 


  Ser Dalius nodded. 


  “I heard. But those are just mortal men, not immortal monsters that live for millennia.” 


  “Maybe. But I’d take monsters even so. Even those…” 


  “Why?” 


  He was astonished. Cara looked at Ser Dalius. 


  “Because it would be monsters. Not mortal men who did all that terrible stuff.” 


  “Ah. That is…” 


  In silence, they walked on. Cara felt at her arms. He regarded them with the same guilt as he had the last thousand times. 


  “You’re sure they do not hurt too badly? We can stop and rebandage them. Again, if I had but a single 


  [Druid] or [Herb Healer]—” 


  “It’s fine. Just cuts, Dalius. Just cuts. Let’s keep moving. When I leave the tomb, I’ll go find one.” 


  “Yes. When you leave.” 


  The ghost’s hesitation was audible. Cara glanced at him. 


  “…Do you think the Silver Dragon would still be alive?” 


  “Unless someone slew him, and that would be a great task given that an entire order of [Knights] is sworn to his service, I believe so. He is both protected and protector.” 


  “Maybe I could meet him. You could introduce us…he might remember you.” 


  Ser Dalius turned his head away. 


  “I…Dragons remember few mortal faces. I was but one of a company. Besides, that might be difficult.” 


  “Right.” 


  She stared at his back, searching for a follow up. But she was too shaken. 


  They said nothing more for a while. 


  


  —— 


  


  Onwards. Cara woke and slept two more days. She would have screamed, if that would do anything. But instead she just complained to Dalius. 


  “My feet hurt. Can’t you drag me?” 


  “Not without giving you frostbite.” 


  “Okay. Here’s a thought: I get on a stone coffin lid. And you drag it.” 


  The [Knight] actually considered this for a few seconds before shaking his head. 


  “I think my form lacks enough strength, Miss Cara. I could only lift you for a few seconds at most. That is what I—know. Somehow.” 


  “Damn.” 


  He frowned in mild reproof at her constant cursing. But Cara was…going insane again. She looked around. The same scene after walking for days. She turned to Dalius, and tried to ask without screaming. 


  “I just want to go back home. Do you think—the entrance is sealed, you said? How will I get back up?” 


  She doubted the tomb would ever end. But to her surprise, the [Knight] reassured her. 


  “Take heart. Mice and roots enter this tomb. That suggests we are not that deeply buried. The entrance is far yet—thirty-five miles if I may guess it—but I will bring you rations.” 


  “Thirty-five—how far have we gone?” 


  He smiled, his teeth flashing silver in the darkness. He had never turned back into the mortal man again. 


  But he was far more cheerful now, with company. 


  “Far. And I am no good [Scout] or [Cartographer], but I once measured the distance between each stone casket with my feet. Thirty-five miles left, Miss Cara. I think it a decent estimate.” 


  She was nodding, but one thing bothered her. 


  “Why miles?” 


  He shrugged, miffed. 


  “That is the system of measurement in this world.” 


  That offended Cara almost as much as talk of monarchs. 


  “What, everywhere?” 


  “Of course. Why would we destandardize measurement? The same with time. Language. Don’t tell me you made up your own units as well as languages? Your silly world has so many inefficiencies.” 


  He said it so casually. Cara scowled. 


  “Miles are a ridiculous unit of measurement. Listen, we use metric. Sensible numbers. You’re using what we call the imperial system, and only a few countries are daft enough to use it.” 


  “Oh, really? Prove the superiority of your measurements, Cara.” 


  Ser Dalius rose to the bait. She smirked. 


  “Fine. We use meters, kilometers…” 


  She demonstrated a meter. He scoffed. 


  “We use feet! See? One foot—an easy unit of measurement!” 


  He lifted an armored foot for proof positive. Cara rolled her eyes. 


  “Well, my foot’s different from your foot. Which one’s right?” 


  “That’s—we have standard units of measurement! A foot is precisely twelve inches, which are…um…” 


  He looked around for a ruler he didn’t have. Cara rolled her eyes. 


  “And how many feet are in a mile? Hm?” 


  “About five thousand three hundred?” 


  “What a wonderful unit of measurement. Guess how many meters are in a kilometer?” 


  “How many?” 


  “A thousand.” 


  “Ah. That is a rather…complete number.” 


  “Not got anything to say, Ser Dalius?” 


  “I’m thinking. The problem with your ‘meter’ is that it’s unmeasurable. What was it even based on? A foot is at least logical, if not always standardized.” 


  “We came up with meters based on the length of the world.” 


  “The length of…someone measured it? You must be joking.” 


  Ser Dalius laughed as if she’d told a hilarious joke. Cara shook her head. 


  “We know how large the world is. We’ve seen every part of it.” 


  “Now I know you’re lying to me.” 


  “Oh yeah? No one’s ever gone around your world? You know all the continents.” 


  “…Perhaps. Well, it must be something. Someone flew from one end of the world to the other, eh? 


  Quite a lot of work for this ‘meter’.” 


  “They flew around the world, Dalius. The world’s…oh no. You have no idea.” 


  Cara laughed. She was delighted to tell Ser Dalius. He looked at her suspiciously. 


  “What?” 


  “This is big news, Ser Dalius. The world…my world, your world…is round. You see, back home…” 


  It took her a while to get the concept of a globe, a planet across to him. When she did, Ser Dalius was astounded. And disbelieving. 


  “Impossible.” 


  “It is! We’ve left our planet! The Earth isn’t flat, Dalius. And your world…” 


  She actually had a stock photo of Earth on her iPhone as one of the backgrounds. Ser Dalius stared at it. 


  It was too much to process and he shook his head, closing his eyes. 


  “I might concede your planet, with all its strangeness, somehow became round. But this world—is flat, Miss Cara. No one could measure metrics with your methods.” 


  “Oh really? How do you know it’s flat?” 


  He gave her a long look. 


  “Because the end of the world is a place. The sea turns into an abyss. And no one who falls over the edge ever returns. Not [Archmages]. No Dragon has survived. No brave [Captain].” 


  Cara’s cocky smile vanished. She looked at Ser Dalius. And she realized if he could not fathom her planet of a world…perhaps she was applying physics where they did not exist. Or existed differently. 


  “Are you sure?” 


  “They call it The Last Tide, Miss Cara. I have heard experienced [Captains] speak of it. The abyss beyond terrifies to hear of it. Sometimes…things come from that place beyond. The world ends. I would rather walk into hell, than go beyond the world’s end.” 


  “Hell? But you said the gods are dead.” 


  She looked around, shivering. Ser Dalius glanced at her. 


  “Perhaps we mean different things. The gods are dead. That is a fact. But hell? I have walked on hell once, Miss Cara.” 


  The [Singer] looked at him. 


  “What is hell to you, Dalius?” 


  “Rhir. Smallest and last of the five continents. It is hell. No one lives there. And the things that come from Rhir’s hell terrify me even in death.” 


  She shuddered. In the daylight, Cara might have dared to ask more. But she had not the nerve in the tomb. Not with her bandaged wounds. She changed the subject, and Ser Dalius gratefully latched onto a discussion of metallurgy. 


  “Of course we have steel. I don’t know your ‘aluminum’, but the Dwarves have all kinds of metals. Do you know mithril?” 


  “M-mithril? I’ve heard of it. Tell me about that.” 


  They kept talking, walking. And all too soon— 


  They were at the tomb’s entrance. 


  


  —— 


  


  “The seals are still in place.” 


  Ser Dalius pointed at the massive, stone doors. Cara said nothing. She just stared up. 


  And up. And up a bit longer. 


  Here they were. Suddenly, without warning. It came upon her so fast it felt like one second she was passing through the endless graves without noticeable change. The next? 


  They were here. The Tomb of Afiele did not have any change in construction, any markers as it reached the end—or entrance, as the case might be. 


  It just stopped. As if whoever had made it had grown tired of their endless labors and unceremoniously called an end to an aeon of labors. Then—guiltily—created a set of doors fitting to mark the labors of generations past. 


  The doors were over a hundred feet tall. Never had Cara seen anything like them. Skyscrapers, yes, of course! Grand edifices. Old castles that were shorter than you actually imagined them to be. 


  Movies. 


  This, though. Cara’s neck craned back. Her parched lips parted, and she felt a shiver run down her spine. 


  A thrill unlike she had ever felt before staring at mere…architecture. 


  This was unreal. It was a giant door, sealed across the center. A door of stone, yet a wall in truth. But she could see where it had once been made to open and close; clever stone hinges against the wall, possibly meant to only open once. Be closed forevermore. 


  What made her dizzy was the scale. What made Cara shake was the sense of wrongness. It was a door, but made for giants. Made by giants? 


  This, more than anything, told her she was in another world. The door was not just a single slab of stone cut in the middle, either. It was decorated with old reliefs, which even Dalius and Cara’s lights could not fully illuminate. But that wasn’t what drew the eye. 


  The magic did. Someone had drawn a constellation across the doors. Shimmering motes of light connected by lines of glowing force. Power incarnate; not like neon lights, but something with a far less harsh, artificial glow. 


  Colors that flowed along the spectrum of white, with subtleties of others mixed in—but some Cara had never seen before. She had seen blue, but the flickering strand of light that created the door’s seal? That was a color not of Earth. 


  Magic. 


  Magic. The doors rose upwards, works of art hewn from stone. They were giant, rounded. Deep etchings portrayed reliefs. Words, symbols, and even a vast image across both. Perhaps a map of Noelictus, or a story of how the tomb had come to be? 


  Whatever it was was lost. Ser Dalius did not know. Nor did the ghost stare. He was still chatting. 


  “You can see the stone’s worn away here and here. The enchanting magic keeps it together. Some powerful seal. The Tomb has always had barriers, but the mice? The fading walls? This was not here when I was alive.” 


  He hesitated, glancing around. 


  “It has faded much since I…since I awoke. And see—the quality of the tomb is lesser. Weak magics coming undone.” 


  He pointed with an annoyed gesture at the walls around the mighty doors. They had lost the magic protecting the tomb in places. Cara saw roots poking through and places where the stone had fallen in as dirt collapsed the shoddier architecture. 


  Even so. She didn’t know what he meant by lesser until she looked…up. 


  A thousand feet towards the ceiling in the high dark above. Flat walls, as if cut by a razor. An endless world of graves below, each one given its dignity in wrought stone, space. Not even graveyards in her world were so…vast. 


  Compared to that, these doors of a mere hundred feet were a hunched afterthought. Still grand, but a faded, shameful end to this place. 


  No wonder Ser Dalius put it like that. Nor did the ghost seem as impressed by the constellation of crisscrossing lines of magic. To Cara, it almost seemed like the night sky; motes of power woven together into something she could almost understand. A message. 


  Protection. Safety. Warding. If a picture could be an idea, this was it. Magic to hold the doors firm forever. Even so…Cara realized something as Dalius dismissively spoke on. 


  “You can see they anchored the magic with some kind of gemstones. Each point, here…not even large gemstones. You see?” 


  Some were the size of his head, perfectly round, holding the magic in place. Cara started. She craned her neck up and called out. 


  “Dalius. We’re…this is the back of the doorway, isn’t it?” 


  He turned, smiling down to her, and floated lower. The [Knight] inspected the crumbling walls, which had lost stone, revealing earth beyond. He tsked, squinting into the spaces, then nodded at her. 


  “Indeed. I imagine the front is far more grand. This spell is angled; we see the back, indeed. Shoddy work. However, they did embellish the back…the ones who carved the stone worked harder than the magicians.” 


  The [Knight] proudly showed her the ancient engravings—she squinted at a crest of Noelictus. Even with his light it was impossible for her to make out, but he assured her it was the same one as when he was alive. 


  “It may not have been made by the best [Stonemasons] and [Enchanters]. But see—these are Noelictus’ 


  sigils. A scythe set low over a field. Some call it macabre, but you can see the artistry, can’t you? Yes, there’s a skull in the center, but it’s not always a Human one. Egalitarian.” 


  Cara bit back a response. She almost laughed, but she was sweating suddenly. She looked at the doors, that sigil. 


  There was a world beyond the doors. She licked her lips, clenching and unclenching her hand as she suddenly felt clammy. The dusty air around her didn’t move. 


  Was there a world beyond? Or had everything died? 


  “Cara?” 


  The young woman started and nodded to Dalius. He was half-looking at her, more preoccupied with inspecting the fallen dirt than anything. She mumbled a response. 


  “I’ll take your word for it. It’s too hard for me to make out. And—this door doesn’t open? Has it ever been opened?” 


  Ser Dalius peered at the stone as he floated over. He hesitated and seemed to skirt well clear of the glowing magics. He ran his hand against the stone wall, then pointed out the hinges. 


  “It’s…less intelligible than I recall, I admit. But the doors have never been opened. They were closed; locked into place, but those hinges will not simply swing back. This tomb was meant to be closed forever. Even in ages since, Afiele and Noelictus know their duty!” 


  He puffed his chest out proudly. Cara couldn’t help it. She pointed at the dirt walls and swore she heard some rustling. It raised the hair on her back, and she glanced around—but there were no mice visible, bone or otherwise. 


  “And the mice?’ 


  She raised her eyebrows, covering the lurch of her guts as she walked over to one of the stone coffins, placing it at her back. Dalius hesitated. He flew back over to the dirt and poked at it. 


  “I, uh—well, they’re small. The entrance is sealed, Miss Cara. And unless you can shapeshift, this is the only way out. And that poses our problem.” 


  The ghost changed subjects, hovering in the air, frowning, regarding the massive doors. Cara stared blankly at the doors as well. 


  She couldn’t see how to open them. Even aside from the magic…they were huge. With power tools, she’d give up. With a sledgehammer—no, a wrecking ball— 


  She’d give up. The doors looked solid. Cara assumed the creators of the tomb hadn’t really wanted something to get out from the inside. 


  Even so. She gazed up at Ser Dalius hopefully. They’d finally made it to the doors, and he had promised her there was a way out. Yet he kept searching for mice, muttering about having to now grind up their bones. He didn’t even glance twice at the giant doors, for all their magnificence. 


  Now they were here—the [Knight] seemed reluctant to focus on his mission. 


  “Dalius. Dalius. Can you open the tomb?” 


  Reflexively, Ser Dalius inhaled. He looked down at her as he stood in front of the doors. He shrugged, floating over to her. 


  “I have no knowledge of who cast this spell. Nor the authority to command the doors to open, Miss Cara.” 


  “Have you tried?” 


  “…Once. But they responded not to my words.” 


  He muttered. Cara looked at him. She was shifting from foot to foot and stopped herself, wincing, as she felt her blistered feet protest. 


  She couldn’t help it. She looked at the doors. 


  “What about the magic?” 


  “Hm? Oh…well, if I had my actual sword, I could probably try cutting it apart. Break the gems, cut the magic—spells are like that. Most do terrible things, but, in my experience, if you hit them hard enough or behead the spellcaster…” 


  Ser Dalius realized Cara was looking at the doors. He exhaled. 


  “…I could check? Perhaps you can disable the doors somehow.” 


  “Yes, please?” 


  Cara tried to keep the note of irritation out of her voice. He had lived here forever. She— 


  She wanted out. But she waited for her protector. Ser Dalius floated forwards, towards the door. 


  Did the sigils grow brighter as he approached? Cara hesitated. Ser Dalius was heading towards one of the points on the door. He reached out, to the glowing strands of magic. Cara saw his hand turn opaque, touch the magic— 


  The thunderous bang made her flinch. Ser Dalius went flying. She saw him flip head-over-heels backwards, and went blind as the entire ward flashed. She cried out. 


  “Dalius! Are you alright?” 


  She heard a voice as the spots in her vision faded. 


  “Ow!” 


  Cara looked up. She saw a figure zooming around the air, confused, checking himself, recoiling. He landed, shakily, and Cara ran towards him. 


  “Dalius!” 


  The [Knight] was blinking, gasping, touching at his chest. His hand. He was unharmed—in appearance at least. He looked at Cara. 


  “I—I’m fine. That hurt! I’ve never tried to touch the seals before. The magic—of course! I’m a ghost, but magic can still affect me. That’s how we slew specters…” 


  He rubbed at his hand, staring at his fingertips. Nothing had changed, but he seemed shaken. And alive. 


  His eyes turned to her with something like delight. 


  “I felt that!” 


  It wasn’t masochism. Much like her songs, it was a delight at experiencing something for the first time in ages. Cara exhaled. She eyed the magic and backed up another dozen paces. 


  “Well, I’m not touching that door.” 


  She’d been debating it, but she didn’t want to know what that effect would do to actual flesh and bone. 


  Ser Dalius nodded. He glanced at the doors, and then at the walls and Cara. 


  “I suppose…we should check out alternative options.” 


  “Yeah. What about the mice tunnels? Maybe…” 


  Maybe they could tunnel out of the tomb? Cara and Dalius walked over to the parts of the wall that had caved in. Ser Dalius pointed at the places where he’d resealed the intrusions. 


  “Let’s see. If we remove the rubble I placed here…hm. Dirt.” 


  A lot cascaded down. Cara stepped back, wary of being buried. Ser Dalius pulled at some stones packed into place, creating a shower of dirt, and a few squeaking shapes fled. He saw Cara retreat instantly. 


  “…Why don’t you stay back, Miss Cara? I’ll just…” 


  Cara retreated even further as the [Knight] shifted stone, hurling it aside without effort. He created a gap where she saw dirt, packed, and a single burrow. He reached into it, removed a mouse, and dashed it against the wall. 


  “Take that, intruder! I’ll hunt down your entire burrow if I must! No one will defile the sacred tomb!” 


  “Dalius.” 


  He jumped, almost as if forgetting she were here. Cara smiled at him, still too leery of the mouse. But the [Knight] turned opaque in the cheeks again. 


  “I’ll, ah—just put this in a safe place.” 


  He secured the mouse in one of the stone coffins, double-checking the lid. Cara backed up further—but came over once the lid was shut and Dalius was back to inspecting the wall. She looked at the mass of dark dirt and shuddered. 


  How deep were they? There was no telling. Dalius had pulled down a small hill’s worth of dirt, yet it didn’t seem to even make much of a hollow in the wall. He was talking to himself and her, happily. Cara looked up, trying to see daylight, sense how deep they were. 


  Nothing. She looked back at the doors. Gulped down more air and began to cough. The [Knight]’s cheerful voice rang in her ears, oblivious. 


  “It certainly seems as though the enchantments have failed, here. Just dirt and stone protecting the wall. If I dig with my sword…hm. Aha!” 


  He produced the greatsword and thrust it into the wall. With a heave, he made more dirt cascade. Cara saw Ser Dalius nod to himself. 


  “I can dig you a path out, Miss Cara. That seems quite doable. And thankfully there are more roots here aplenty, you see? Just sit back—or fashion some sort of shovel? Maybe out of those offering bowls. 


  Working together, why, it won’t take more than…than…” 


  She looked at him. Ser Dalius trailed off. 


  They looked up. And up. 


  The ceiling of the Tomb of Afiele was too high for Cara to see, even with her iPhone’s light. They were on the ground. How much dirt and stone would need to be excavated to dig up…? And that was assuming the ceiling was right below the surface. 


  Cara felt sick. She looked at Ser Dalius. He gave her an encouraging smile. 


  “Thankfully, I don’t tire. And there is a supply of food—and water with my nature. We can make a camp here. It won’t take more than a few…weeks…months…? Well, we have to see how far I get today, don’t we?” 


  She peered at the sprinkling of dirt on the floor. Then back at the opening in the wall. She focused on one thing. 


  That crack. The doors were sealed so firmly there was not a hint of light. Not even the imagination of it. 


  But it was a promise. She reached out, hesitated as her hand felt his deathly chill. 


  “Dalius. The…protection on the door?” 


  He was digging at the soil with his hands. The [Knight] glanced over. 


  “The runes? Painful. Not harmful to me, I should imagine. I could probably hurt myself, but I am quite well, thank you for inquiring.” 


  Cara hesitated. 


  “Yes. I’m glad. But Dalius—do you think they’re as strong as the walls? You said the magic is fading. How strong…are they?” 


  The [Knight] hesitated. He left the greatsword, his poor shovel, in the dirt wall as he floated over to inspect the great doors with Cara again. 


  “They’re not exactly the strongest. A truly powerful ward would have obliterated me in a moment—


  without even having to touch it. I imagine these would react harder if you, say, threw a stone at them. I wouldn’t try. They might throw lightning bolts back.” 


  “But they could have weakened with time?” 


  He smiled. 


  “Certainly. The old wards are strong. But the new work looks shoddier. Not as perfectly made to last forever.” 


  Cara nodded. She inhaled and coughed on the dust. Her head swung as she heard a rustle. More mice. 


  She edged closer to Dalius. The doors. 


  “So. Dalius. Could you…break the doors if you had to?” 


  The [Knight]’s face froze. He floated there, as Cara studied him. 


  “…Maybe. Certainly, if they did not recharge as fast as I attacked. I—I’m unsure how strong I am. Or how dangerous they are. But I would not break the Tomb of Afiele’s wards lightly. Especially if there were another way. Like digging…” 


  “How long would that take?” 


  Cara glanced at the wall of dirt. Ser Dalius hesitated. He pulled at another part of the dirt, shrugged absently, turning his back to her. 


  “I can work nonstop, Miss Cara. And if I only broke to help you make water—” 


  “Dalius.” 


  The [Knight] didn’t turn around. His voice was cheerful. 


  “…A month, perhaps. Maybe more.” 


  Cara made a sound. She couldn’t help it. She shook her head involuntarily, hearing the rustling again. 


  The same sound as in her nightmares. She licked her lips. Coughed again. 


  “Dalius. I can’t stay in here a month.” 


  “But if it were that or breaking the wards—I swore an oath, Miss Cara. Not just to you—” 


  The [Knight] gestured at the tomb. Cara nodded. Her hands clenched and unclenched. She was shaking. 


  Shaking like she was an addict. And she was. 


  Sunlight. She dreamed it was beyond those doors. Like they were facing the sun. If she just got past them, she’d walk into the sun. Even rain. She’d take anything. Fresh air…her voice shook slightly. She mastered it. She was an [Actor]— 


  But she was speaking from the heart right now. She tried to face Dalius. Look him in the eye. 


  “I understand that. But Ser Dalius. I can’t survive a month.” 


  Dalius looked at Cara’s expression and his smile faded. He shook his head after a moment of palpable hesitation. He drifted away from her, refusing to meet her gaze, speaking lightly. 


  “You can. You’re strong, Cara. I have seen it in you. There is food, water, and I will not let the undead attack you again! A month? You could last that long. A month, two—” 


  He turned to her, desperately. And in his rush, betrayed himself. Cara inhaled. 


  “Two months?” 


  The ghost faltered. 


  “If—it is a long way to the surface. But we might have to dig if I breached the doors!” 


  Cara stared at the two slabs of stone. She knew he was right, but… 


  “Maybe. But there’s a chance there’s a path to the surface right beyond them, isn’t there? It’s far more likely we can get out right fucking now if we open the doors, isn’t it?” 


  The [Knight] hesitated. 


  “Yes. But two months—” 


  Cara cut him off. Her voice was shaking now. She gave up trying to pretend to be calm. She faced him, and let him see her finger shake as she pointed at the doors. She had to make him understand. 


  “Dalius. I cannot stay here forever. I have to leave. Not tomorrow. Today, if I can. I’ll go mad down here. 


  I can’t live…I can’t live here.” 


  She said it. The unspoken words hovered in the air between them. Ser Dalius froze. He looked down at her. His eyes focused on her dusty face. The way she kept staring at that line in the stone. There was a wild note in her voice he had only heard after the mouse attack. He spoke, slowly. 


  “I…know that. But surely it is not that desperate?” 


  His tone was hopeful, until he saw her reaction. Cara was shuddering. Shaking uncontrollably at the thought of remaining for thirty more days. Sixty. 


  She longed to see the light. It wasn’t just food and water—Dalius had made sure she had enough to eat. 


  But Cara needed to see the sun. And get a toothbrush. 


  “I—I don’t know if I can last in here, Dalius. Even with you for company—I need to breathe fresh air. Do you understand that?” 


  The ghost-knight nodded. But suddenly—he glanced at the doors, at Cara. 


  And Dalius looked terrified. He licked at his lips, eyes darting around suddenly. He flew a pace towards the doors—then instantly reversed and flew higher, searching the walls. 


  “Perhaps there are larger tunnels. What if I dug for a few days, saw how far I got? Just a few days—” 


  “Dalius.” 


  He halted. She was staring at him. At last, he hung his head. 


  “I know, Miss Cara. I know. I understand your point. It is just—now we stand here—I have sworn to defend this place. Is it worth breaking my oath for a single life?” 


  He regarded the doors to the tomb, uncertain. Cara stared at him. 


  “You promised to help me.” 


  “I did—but this is the Tomb of Afiele, Miss Cara. I know its worth. If it were despoiled—the dead of Noelictus, my home, rest here. It is a sacred oath. Yet your life matters. So I would rather not break either.” 


  He looked at her. And down at his hands. Cara hesitated. She had a sudden idea and switched targets. 


  Cara spread her hands out, trying to smile. 


  “Why are you talking as if I’m the only one who’d be free, Dalius? You’re a prisoner here too, aren’t you? 


  You could leave with me! You’ve been trapped here. You only volunteered. Dalius, this frees us both—” 


  “No.” 


  The man’s voice was quiet. He looked up at Cara and shook his head. His expression was mournful. 


  “Even should I be freed, Miss Cara, I should not go above. The dead…must not interact with the living. 


  We are not a Necrocracy.” 


  “A what?” 


  But Cara was already interpreting the root words. Dalius nodded at the tomb behind them. 


  “A nation ruled by the dead. Once—Noelictus was. But the dead make poor masters. They forget what it means to be alive. No more. I am a ghost. I should not trouble the living.” 


  He bowed his head. And his form grew transparent. He was then greatly surprised when Cara punched at him. 


  “Bullshit. Don’t give me that. You have every right to live! Even as a ghost!” 


  She snapped at him. The [Knight] raised his hands, retreating a pace in the air, surprised. Cara couldn’t help it. She was still—she looked back at the doors as she heard him reply. 


  “Cara. I am a [Knight]. I must consider my honor.” 


  The young woman’s head replied instantly. 


  “Fuck honor. Fuck duty. You’ve been trapped here for an eternity. This is torture, Dalius. I know it. No one told you to be here. They might not even know. Listen—come with me. Or I’ll find someone. Ask if you’re meant to be here.” 


  The ghost was shaking his head. But at that last offer he paused. Something like a smile crossed his features. 


  “Ah, Miss Cara. You betray yourself. You are too kind.” 


  She scowled at him. 


  “You don’t have to stay. I—I need to get out of here. Today. But come with me. I’m no warrior. I don’t even have a sword! Help me find civilization, at least! Then you can come back to the tomb, build a better door! Tell them to put down mice traps!” 


  The [Knight]’s face twisted. He stepped away and hung in the air, studying the door. Cara gazed up at him. 


  She was certain he’d do it. He’d been so hungry to hear her sing! To talk to someone—but then her certainty failed as he turned back to her and shook his head. 


  “You do not understand, Cara. I have seen monsters. Immortality makes monsters out of the best of men. In Chandrar, there are immortal dead-kings. They make war on Terandria. Vampires take the lives of good folk with no regard. Even Dragons—wise as some are—can be so terribly evil. I am just a man. I fear that one day I will be the very thing I fought against if I go with you.” 


  He whispered into the darkness. For a second, his hand reached up for the hilt of his sword, and his eyes darkened. He stared grimly at a vision from his past. Then turned away. Cara shook her head. 


  “Not you.” 


  “I nearly killed you.” 


  He snapped down at her. Cara half-smiled. 


  “That was before you got to know me. Dalius—I know you. And you’re just a good man. A Human being. 


  Like me.” 


  She touched her chest. The [Knight] hung his head. Then, suddenly, Dalius looked up. He turned to her, with a bright expression. 


  “Well—well, perhaps we’re not seeing a third option. See—the seal is weak. What if we made camp? For tonight? There may be—a way to open the tomb without breaking the seals or digging us out. A passphrase? Perhaps etched on the interior or hidden about somewhere. A secret exit? Let’s scout about before being hasty. I’ll make a fire and…” 


  “No.” 


  The echo of his reply came back to the [Knight] as Dalius floated off to find more roots. He looked back at her, confused. 


  “No? But surely another night won’t go amiss—” 


  The [Singer] walked forwards. Her hands reached out, and she felt the change in the air as she approached the doors. Like static—but different. Power laden in the glowing seals. She backed up, turning to the [Knight]. 


  “No, Dalius. I need to get out. Now.” 


  His cheerful expression faltered. The ghost hesitated as he met her gaze, boring into his. He avoided it, spreading his hands. 


  “One more night, Miss Cara. Surely you can weather that. You have been endlessly brave, against undead and this darkness! Let us make a fire. I can gather a vast amount of roots. And perhaps you could sing—” 


  “No.” 


  The young woman turned. She walked towards the giant doors again, hesitating on that invisible boundary where the air grew dangerous. 


  She’d seen what they did to Dalius, but maybe there was a trick? She could throw something—try to scratch the rune? Her hair began to stand up, but she advanced, despite the risk. 


  She had to leave. The lack of sunlight was driving her insane. But—a silvery figure blocked her way. Cara halted and stared at Dalius, incredulously. 


  “I have sworn a duty, Miss Cara. I cannot so easily break my oaths.” 


  The [Knight] smiled, his lips curving up, but his eyes told another story. They focused on her desperately. 


  He was smiling like—Cara shuddered. 


  “Dalius. I. Need. Out. Maybe you’re right. But—if you won’t try? Let me just try to open the doors. I’ll…” 


  She tried to walk forwards. The [Knight] grabbed her shoulder. 


  “No.” 


  His touch froze her. Cara recoiled with a shout. Ser Dalius blocked her. Smiling. But his eyes were wider now. 


  “Miss Cara, you’re being unreasonable. I cannot allow you to risk your life. Let me make a fire.” 


  She backed away, but the ghost held her arm. Cara tried to yank away—and found the hand still holding on to her. Her skin was freezing. 


  “I want to leave, Dalius. Let go of me, please. Dalius—” 


  His touch froze her shoulder. Cara backed away, and he let go. But he was uncomfortably close. 


  “One more day, Miss Cara. I insist.” 


  The young woman saw him glancing behind him. She stared at the faded sigils. And took a breath. 


  “And tomorrow—you promise to open the door if we can’t find another way by then?” 


  His smile vanished. The ghost hesitated, eyes flickering to the doorway. 


  “W-well, if it should come to it. But let’s not be hasty—you’re barely healed. Let me check your bandages, Cara.” 


  He moved forwards, reaching for her again. This time his fingers froze her skin as they lingered, grasping harder. Cara recoiled. 


  “Stop. Dalius—” 


  He looked puzzled. Dalius reached for her, and Cara backed up. He frowned at her. 


  “I just want to help.” 


  “You can help by letting me out!” 


  She shouted at him. The [Knight]’s expression turned wounded. And then—harsh. Cara stared at him. 


  His face—changed. The [Knight]’s voice deepened, echoing further as he spoke louder, angrily. 


  “I’ve led you here, haven’t I? Show me some gratitude, please!” 


  He advanced. And suddenly—he looked very real. His armor shone in every detail. His body looked almost solid, not so much mist. 


  “You have taxed me, Cara. And here we are after a long journey, and you cannot wait? Let me help you! 


  Don’t be so hasty to leave!” 


  “I’m not. I want you to come with—” 


  His features—flickered. Cara stared at his nose. His eyes. His cheeks. They were solidifying. Almost like she could see him become more solid. But what— 


  “And forswear myself? You take my oaths too lightly! I am a [Knight]! And if you do not have respect for that—a day! A week! Is that so long? I have been here for three centuries, bereft of sound! Of company! 


  Of touch—” 


  He was reaching for her. Hungrily. His eyes. His mouth. 


  They weren’t the same. She thought she had been imagining it. But they were subtly… 


  Changing. Teeth growing too long. His eyes widening beyond any natural limit. His face— 


  Cara was backing away. She tried to interrupt him. 


  “Dalius—” 


  He whispered. Now, the ghost was pressing in too close. A gap appeared in his skin. As if something was pulling apart. Changing. Like his voice. 


  “Am I such a nuisance you cannot touch me, Cara?” 


  Cara shook her head rapidly. Her breath came in fast gasps. It was cold. 


  “Dalius—Dalius, please! Ser Dalius! Stop! Your face—” 


  He ignored her. Reaching. His fingers touched her skin. 


  Something reached for Cara. It looked like Dalius at first. Then it twisted. The face opened. Teeth grew and features morphed. Until it was like his face began to swirl around a void in the air. Skin opening, revealing the cracks within. Revealing something else. Reaching for her, speaking no words, just angry sounds. Whispers. 


  It wanted to touch her. The ghost reached out. So angry. It was angry at her. It wanted to touch her, so it did. So good. So alive. It felt the warmth. Felt— 


  The guardian heard a scream. A cry of fear. An echo of the one he had heard when the undead attacked her. It had no pretense about it. It was genuine. It reached up to cover her mouth and— 


  The scream reached Dalius’ ears. 


  His fingers stopped. The [Knight] yanked his hand back. He stared at it. Then her. And then he felt at his…face… 


  The features turned back to a man’s as Cara watched. The sneering wrath, the anger— 


  Those twisted features. They flickered back to a man’s in a second. Then there was the [Knight]. Hands touching ordinary skin. Hovering in the air. 


  Ser Dalius looked down at Cara. He was hovering above her. The young woman was pressed back, her back against a coffin, as the ghost floated there. Dalius glanced down at his hands in shock. He moved backwards at once. 


  “I wasn’t—I just wanted you to—accept my apologies, Miss Cara?” 


  Flustered, he bowed. And she smiled. 


  “Of—of course.” 


  A fake smile. A poor act. Her lips were so pale. And she watched him like—Ser Dalius shuddered. He’d just meant for her to stay another day. But in his head, it was a week. And he realized, looking at her, that if he gave into that—it wouldn’t be a week. It would be a month. A year… 


  He wanted to keep her forever. 


  The ghost felt at his face. What had she seen? What had he been? He looked at Cara, saw the reflection in her gaze. The way she stepped back. He tried to ask and was afraid. 


  In the darkness, something rustled. Cara flinched and Dalius… 


  He wondered if it had come from him. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Singer] was afraid. She had met…people like that. Controlling. But you could outrun them. Kick them in the groin, call for help. 


  …Or they caught you. Or— 


  But a ghost? There was no stopping that. Not Ser Dalius. Not…whatever she had seen. He was no bad man. She had believed that. Yet he had embodied—become— 


  Features so twisted it stopped being a face. More like a gaping chasm of want. A mouth, speaking as hands touched her with a chill that went beyond physical cold. 


  The [Knight] stood far, far away from her. He was on the edge. Clutching at his head, struggling. He looked up. 


  “Must it be now?” 


  A minute ago she might have wavered. Given him her day. But—Cara looked at Ser Dalius and knew it had to be. 


  “Please.” 


  She whispered. There was no artifice in that. She could act—but she feared any lie would send this fragile man—he was so lonely. 


  “Dalius. You can come with me.” 


  It was a terrible thing she did. A devil’s whisper in his ears. He looked up at her, desperate, and then—


  turned. 


  “…Perhaps. But I swore to guard this place. If I opened it—I would you left…while I remained.” 


  The words came out of him, slowly. Painfully. Cara shook her head. 


  “I…” 


  I want you to come with me. The words hung in her throat. The [Knight] nodded, as if hearing her reluctance himself. 


  “But you’ll go. But if I open it—” 


  He gazed at the door, and she saw how afraid he was. How he shook like a leaf. At last, the [Knight] 


  whispered. 


  “Forgive me. But…I…I do not want to be alone again. Forgive my weakness, Noelictus. Cara.” 


  Dalius knelt, pressing his head to the ground. Shuddering. He looked at her, once, and she saw the terrible desire there. Longing. 


  Humans were not meant to live this long. He had suffered in this darkness, how long? She had lasted less than a week. But he— 


  The young woman looked down at him. The [Knight] met her gaze. Desperate. He warred with his very soul. Every part of him that was Human told him to make her stay. The one thing that held him back—


  was his conscience. 


  His honor. 


  She had never met someone like him. Torn. Undying. Struggling with right and wrong. The [Singer] 


  hesitated. 


  Did she have any right? No. Perhaps not. But she was desperate. She wanted to…live. And she wanted him to do the same. 


  Cara turned to look at the doors and the line in the world. It was that, to her. 


  In this crypt, there was nothing. Only Dalius—and he? 


  He was going as mad as she. Her breath was choking in this dusty air. She heard rustling. The skittering of dead things. She was cold. 


  Sunlight. She was forgetting what it looked like. She had seen it so long, but now she was trying to remember its warmth. Cara looked at the doors, and she was almost ready to run at the glowing wards. 


  She looked down at her filthy hands, and they were shaking. Uncontrollably. Cara turned back to Dalius and remembered his…face. 


  That was the madness of this place. She saw him drifting away, head in his hands, talking to himself, nonsense, recriminations. 


  Madness in this dark place. Cara looked at him, the door, and knew it was not a day they could give, either of them. A week. Let alone a month. Not her with her living failures, nor him with his endless desire. 


  They needed to know there was more than this. 


  So the [Actress] closed her eyes, and took a moment to compose herself. Then she walked forwards onto the stage. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Knight] knelt, trying to convince himself to do the last thing in the world he desired. He could not! 


  And he was afraid of what might happen if he delayed his choice. If he had less strength of will. If he gave into… 


  His head rose as he sensed movement. It was not the mice. He saw Cara walk towards him. Dalius—his name was Dalius, the ghost remembered—Ser Dalius flinched, in guilt. In expectation of hatred, condemnation. But she just knelt there. She opened her eyes and he saw, for a moment, a glimmer in the corners. 


  Tears? Just for a moment, and they were gone. An act? If it was, it was one so perfect it fooled him. And if it wasn’t? 


  Cara took one breath. And then, into the silence, she sang the first song. The one he had heard. The one which had saved her life. 


  Everything’s Alright, by Laura Shigihara. 


  A lullaby. A kind song, that provoked tears and touched the heart. It took him away. Reminded him of a time before this. Long ago. 


  Slowly, the [Knight] sank to the ground. His form grew vague and transparent. Fading away as the song continued. 


  He didn’t even seem to notice at first. Then he glanced down. She heard an inhalation, and then Ser Dalius knelt, in every detail and contour clearly defined. He clenched his hands tightly, struggling. 


  Remember who you are. As she kept singing, he rose. 


  In the darkness, the [Knight] drew his sword. He lifted it slowly, reverentially tracing every inch of the blade with his eyes. Ancient metal engraved around the hilt; a razor’s edge of straight steel. The memory of steel and old art. He walked towards the shining doors. 


  Every step was weighed down by doubt. Temptation. Loss and loneliness. 


  The oblivion of the tomb, like the heaviest weight. But the words—he closed his eyes and listened to the music. 


  His grip tightened on the ethereal blade. His faltering steps became sure. The [Knight] walked faster. As if her words were the silent beat of his long-dead heart. 


  Cara’s voice faltered. The song ebbed. And she watched. 


  The runes glowed brighter and brighter as the [Knight] approached. This time, his intent provoked the warding spell. Brighter they became. So much so that they hurt the eyes. The ancient spell filled the air with crackling power. Cara felt it make her hair rise. It hurt her eyes—her skin felt a force pushing against her. 


  But the [Knight] walked forwards. His head was bowed. The magic tore at his form as a spell coalesced. 


  Yet there was no flesh to destroy. Only willpower. And it was greater than any magic. Slowly, the Knight of the Shadowed Bloom raised his sword. His voice grew, tired, and…almost triumphant. 


  “I am Ser Dalius of Afiele. I have guarded this tomb for eternity. If there is any great guardian of this place, let them deliver this young woman to the light and skies! For she does not belong here, among the hallowed dead. Let someone stop me! For I am a [Knight]. And I have sworn to protect this place.” 


  He took a breath and looked back at Cara. 


  “—But I have also sworn that she shall not die. And though it be arrogance, let all of Noelictus’ dead burn and my soul be erased rather than a single soul join our number! My companions, what say you?” 


  The ghost raised his sword, turning, shouting. But no one answered him. The ghost laughed, bitterly. 


  Tiredly. But then he prepared the blade, his features set. 


  “So be it. I have only my voice to trust. And let me listen to my heart before it dies here.” 


  He stood there, as the warding magic grew stronger. It was a hum—a shriek in the air, throwing Cara backwards. 


  The stone was shaking, unable to anchor the spell. The door was falling apart. He glanced back at Cara as the light began to coalesce into a single point. Then Ser Dalius closed his eyes. She looked up and saw the spell forming. 


  The [Knight] walked towards the stone doors. He aimed his blade ahead as the magic became searing. 


  All-encompassing. He walked forwards—and the spell threw him back. 


  Cara cried out as she saw him thrown back through the air. His sword never reached the magic. It attacked the threat. He caught himself, features wrapped in pain. She felt a note of despair in her throat and opened her mouth to say something. 


  Then Dalius walked forwards again. He looked at the magic and shook his head. 


  Almost ruefully. His sword rose once more, and the ghost walked forwards, as if he were advancing on a foe. A dozen paces. Two dozen. 


  The light shone. The world flashed, and Cara felt a force throw her back a few steps. She stumbled— 


  And saw the figure standing there. Ser Dalius’ body was flickering. Yet the [Knight] held his ground. His teeth were clenched with pain, a flash of true agony. 


  Yet he did not go flying. He took another step towards the door, and air flashed. The [Knight] smiled, and then— 


  He began to charge. He ran across the ground, a roar building in his throat. The magic forced the dust, dirt, Cara, even the lids of the coffins near the door back. Stone crashed to the floor, and Cara slammed into one of the coffins as a force pushed her back. She saw the [Knight] sprinting forwards. The magic pushed at him, tried to pick him up and throw him. 


  But he had no weight. He breathed, but he had no lungs. All he was was…will. So he refused to stop. 


  The light built brighter, until it seared the entire tomb for miles. So bright it was almost blinding to Cara, but it was not physical light. And she saw that one ghostly glow moving forwards. 


  Too much power, though. He was wrong. This was no faded magic. Cara cried out. She saw the [Knight] 


  raising his blade and felt the crescendo change. A screaming pitch filled the air. Like thunderous strings of some wild instrument of titans. 


  Death. Cara felt it. And she saw the terrible light of comprehension in Dalius’ eyes. His head turned back just once. She realized what he was going to do and screamed. 


  “Ser Dalius! Dalius—don’t—” 


  He smiled at her. The [Knight] turned ahead and his entire body— 


  Splintered. Coming apart. Dissolving in front of the magic. Then reforming. His sword rose. It had struck no foe yet, but the gates were in front of him. The shrieking spell, exposed, trying to protect itself. Ser Dalius roared as he leapt into the air, and his sword struck magic. 


  “Noelictus forgive me!” 


  He struck the gates as the light flared forwards. She saw Dalius glance back. There was one moment, just one, where their eyes met. 


  For a moment, the tomb was illuminated. The light flashed down the length of the tomb. She saw him there, in color, in the vividness of his life. He looked at her, in that millisecond, and she saw his triumphant smile. The pain, desperation on his face, gone. He nodded to her. 


  Cara thought she heard him sigh. 


  “Goodb—” 


  Cara heard an explosion, deafening, and the light expanded outwards in a moment. She dove and something picked her up and slammed her down. Dalius vanished. 


  And then there was nothing. 


  


  —— 


  


  The shaking stopped. The young woman lay, covered in dust and bits of rubble. Whether hours had passed, or a moment, she didn’t know. She raised her head, coughing. 


  And saw the light. 


  It shone through the broken doors. The last spell had blown the doors apart—or perhaps the ghost’s strike. Dirt, clumps of grass were piled up with the broken stone high, high. But at the top of the doorway there was— 


  Light. A distant sky. Shining light, glowing and beautiful. 


  Cara’s breath caught. 


  “You did it. You fucking did it, Dalius! Thank you! Thank—” 


  She laughed, stumbling, half-blind towards the door. But she felt the clean air. She laughed— 


  And then realized she hadn’t heard the ghost. Cara whirled. 


  “No.” 


  He was gone. 


  No trace of him remained. The young woman looked around. She shouted. 


  “Ser Dalius! Dalius?” 


  But there was nothing. Just the tomb—the magical seal broken. Cara stood there, forlorn. 


  “You idiot. Couldn’t you have dodged?” 


  She laughed—laughed until she cried. She burst into tears, searching around. For any scrap of him. But here was nothing. Just—memory. She hunted around the dust and rubble, as if hoping a piece of him remained. 


  Her tears ran down her chin and dripped onto the ground. For a man’s memory. 


  Only the wetness running down her cheeks feeling cold in the fresh air made her turn. The young woman gazed up. 


  The sky. The breath of fresh air blew across her. Tantalizing. Full of life. Promise. 


  She looked around one last time. But then the enticing breeze snatched at her soul. It had been too long. Slowly, she began to climb. The rubble and dirt cascaded around her as she struggled over the broken doors, gripping bits of rock, dirt, scrabbling upwards, desperate. 


  The living soul left the tomb. Cara O’Sullivan climbed. Doggedly going higher and higher. Slipping, but dragging herself upwards, pursuing the vision of the sky. And eventually—she reached the top. 


  She looked back only once. The dark chasm of the Tomb of Afiele lay far below her, down a trail of rubble. Two broken doors let sunlight and air flow into the tomb. Little mice scurried around in a panic. 


  Cara shuddered as she saw the twilight beyond, turning to perfect blackness. 


  A prison for the dead. Or their resting place, perhaps. Not a place for living. She turned and shook her head. Cursed stupid knights. But her tears had cut a path through the dust on her face. Then she left the tomb, her prison, behind. And she hoped Dalius had found something better. 


  Grass ahead of her. The young woman pulled herself up. Her legs shook as she stood, staring at the dark soil. The greenery. She stared up at the sky. And it was so different from her world. Vast. Grey. But— 


  She took a breath. And the tears ran from relief this time. Cara stumbled forwards, looking around. 


  Wondering. 


  


  —— 


  


  As she walked into the light, shading her eyes and gasping with relief, she didn’t see the ghost rematerialize far below. 


  The ghost stood in the darkness of the tomb, staring longingly upwards towards the light. The figure of the young woman moved out of view, stumbling, awkward. 


  For a moment, he took a step into the light, and saw how the beam of daylight pierced his body. Then he stepped back. It was the hardest thing in the world. 


  But here was his place. Slowly, the [Knight] saluted Cara and watched her go. He wished he could have wept, but the water drying on the tomb’s floor was enough. 


  Enough. Ser Dalius stood in the tomb, waiting, continuing his eternal vigil. But the last song Cara had sung for him lingered in his heart. 


  Hope. Let it last another ten thousand years, or until he forgot everything. 


  Ser Dalius slowly vanished into the darkness. 


  


  —— 


  


  And Cara, finally, reached the surface. She looked around the grassy landscape, the trees, even the alarmed birds singing in the distance. She fell to her knees. And then closed her eyes. 


  [Singer Level 8!] 


  [Skill – Song of Persuasion obtained!] 




  1.05 P 


  Her first ride through Noelictus, the Kingdom of Shade, did nothing to lift Seraphel’s spirits. Everywhere she looked the colors were ashen, subdued where they should be the green of life—dark purple flowers, ash-grey loamy soil, and a sky that was as gloomy as the worst day in Calanfer. And this was, apparently, a fine morning. 


  The [Princess] sat back in her ornate carriage and sighed. Loudly and indelicately, since there was no one to impress at this particular moment. She shifted the glowing tiara on her head and debated taking it off. But one did not simply remove magical artifacts while travelling abroad. 


  Seraphel du Marquin, 4th Princess in line for the Eternal Throne of Calanfer. Twenty-seven years old: married twice, widowed once, divorced once. Currently engaged yet again. And, currently…bored. 


  Not just with this stuffy carriage and the two [Handmaidens] that she did not like but her mother had insisted on sending—to ‘keep an eye on her’—but with all of this. 


  Life. 


  Marriage. 


  And the inevitable divorce or death that followed the marriage. 


  Seraphel had been fourteen during her first marriage. It had been political; she hadn’t known the 


  [Baron]’s son long. He’d divorced her for a [Shepherd]’s daughter before her majority of sixteen. 


  The second marriage had been at nineteen, to an old, old [Earl]. Another political marriage to keep Calanfer strong. After four years, he had died in bed—not with her in it, thankfully. 


  Two marriages were enough—Seraphel had been in ‘mourning’ for all of two years before the inevitable had happened (again). Calanfer needed allies, so her father had found a suitable match, even for a 


  ‘used’ [Princess] of Calanfer. 


  This time she was to marry a distant member of the royal family of Noelictus, the rank-equivalent to an 


  [Earl] around her age. Which meant this marriage was intended to last. 


  Seraphel muttered. 


  “I’m sick of it. I should have followed Lyonette’s example and just run off. I hope she at least made it across the ocean without drowning herself in a bucket.” 


  Her [Handmaidens] gasped. 


  “Milady Seraphel!” 


  “What? She won’t. She stole half a dozen artifacts and enough gold to hire a proper ship. I just wish I was that stupid.” 


  She sighed—her younger sister Lyonnette was barely eighteen and a brat, the 6th [Princess] out of Calanfer’s eight. After the two [Princes]—the heir and the spare—the [Queen], Seraphel’s mother, had fulfilled her role and sired six more children for political marriages. That expedience was how Calanfer, the ‘Eternal Kingdom,’ survived. Political allies cemented by marriages to Calanfer’s royal children. 


  “How much longer to Noelictus, Meriel?” 


  “It’s Mariel, Milady—” 


  “Just answer the question.” 


  The [Handmaiden] stiffened. She was one of Seraphel’s mother’s attendants, but still a commoner, and Seraphel had no time for airs, or spying. Soon, they would be rid of each other. 


  “We passed the border two hours ago, milady. We are now riding through the realm of Afiele, in service to the Barony of Ovela.” 


  The [Princess] didn’t blink. Borders were like that. 


  “I meant the capital. Obviously.” 


  “Three days, milady. First-Knight Ser Dalimont intends for us to rest in Afiele’s lands for a brief spell in the next hour before making for the city of Vrest.” 


  Three more days. Seraphel wanted to grind her teeth. Could no one spare a faster, enchanted carriage? 


  A teleportation spell was asking a lot, as was a Pegasus—but even so! 


  “No need to delay on my account. Who am I marrying again?” 


  Mariel exchanged a worried glance with her fellow maidservant before she put on a bright smile. 


  “Milady Seraphel, surely you remember your father, His Majesty, has invested much time in this marriage! When we reach the capital, you must remember the dignity of Calanfer rests upon your knowledge of the royal family—” 


  Seraphel looked at her, and the servant flinched. The [Princess] adjusted the tiara on her hair, red as a rose, a symbol of royal blood as much as her peerless skin, her strong nose, and magical gift. She sat up, gave Mariel a disconcertingly warm smile, and leaned forward. 


  “My goodness! His Majesty, King Nicte III of Noelictus, by sovereign right Tombking and Ruler of the Ancient Barrows, the hero of the Battle of Sel not nineteen years back! How is your third wife? Queen Cathiel, my deepest apologies for not asking about your son, Gedal, four years old—I heard he had a touch of the ague last month. Has that cleared up?” 


  She half-shouted the entire greeting at the two [Handmaidens], who clapped their hands over their ears and shrank back. Seraphel sat back, fanned her face, and sipped a bit of fruit juice. 


  “I know my job. I asked you who I’m marrying. Tell me and I will remember it perfectly by the time we arrive. Which is why I did not bother to ask until now.” 


  Nor, Seraphel realized, had she been told before this. Her mother had delivered the news of her nuptials. Her father had given her a message to convey personally to Noelictus’ ruler. She had accepted, said goodbye to her friends, wept—spent her last hours of freedom. 


  Never had they told her who she was wedding. She hadn’t asked. It might even be someone she knew. 


  Seraphel ran down the list of names of people in Noelictus she knew, and they were legion. She could have recited each one’s titles, lineages, and holdings verbatim if need be, not that she cared. It was simply a Skill. 


  [Perfect Recall – Signatories of the Crown]. A Skill of unsurpassed use and uselessness. Rather like herself. With it, Seraphel could remember anyone who had ties to Calanfer once she heard the name, of course. And as Mariel stammered, she realized she’d heard of this [Earl] before. She rolled her eyes. 


  “The Earl of Evening, Fallien of Ovela. Him? Wonderful. Doesn’t he have a twin sister? Don’t answer that.” 


  She already knew the answer, again thanks to the Skill supplying the knowledge she’d absorbed at some function or other years ago. 


  “The twin [Earls] of Ovela, rulers of this place and any number of smaller lands about here. No wonder we are staying here for so long. Father must truly have been desperate if I’m not even to rule jointly. 


  How wonderful. So I will then be not Princess, or even Earl, but simply Seraphel du Marquin-Ovela. I shall so cherish my new name and position.” 


  The [Handmaidens] pretended not to notice the biting sarcasm. In an attempt to change the subject, they offered Seraphel the sweets and other snacks that she’d been bundled away with for the long ride, but she ignored them. And after a second—a polite tap came at the glass window. 


  Calanfer wasn’t as rich as Ailendamus and not a port-nation like Pheislant with vast trade goods exchanged with other nations, but it wasn’t poor either. It had a famous throne—a magical relic from Dragonwars millennia ago, strong ties with neighboring nations, any number of heirs which could be used for political gain—and of course, [Knights]. The Knight-Order was the Thronebearers of Calanfer, an astonishingly uninspired name. But their heraldry, golden armor, tied into the motif. The throne room of Calanfer never darkened, so the Thronebearers brought the sun to their enemies. 


  Seraphel had grown up in that throne room. The light still hurt her eyes. 


  “Yes?” 


  “Merely inquiring into your health, Princess du Marquin. Is all well? We may stop now if you wish…a detour to the nearest town will not cut unduly into our travel time.” 


  Seraphel yanked the shades and muted sunlight flooded into the carriage; they were passing through a forest on the borders of Noelictus. The trees weren’t as tall as those Seraphel was used to and paler; poorer sunlight. Noelictus was the Kingdom of Shade, after all. Why then was it one of the most famously provident agricultural kingdoms in all of Terandria? She might have the rest of her life to find the answer, of course. 


  “All is well, First-Knight Dalimont. Pray, continue. I was merely practicing my singing voice.” 


  The [Knight]—stiff-necked, political—gave her an odd look. He must have heard her snappish voice. But he bowed, covering any actual expression. 


  “I…see, milady. If we can do aught to make your journey more comfortable, let us know.” 


  Seraphel nodded delicately. In her head, she doubted Dalimont or the other dozen [Knights] riding with them could do that. They were Level 15-25; as a First-Knight, Dalimont would be at least Level 20. 


  Probably not higher than that. Standard, in short. Far from special. A Level 30 [Knight] was too good to 


  waste on this mere escort mission, and anything higher than that would be the Grandmaster or the order’s champions themselves. Level 20 would have been an insult to any foreign dignitary. Still, what did it matter for the 6th Princess and her third marriage? No one cared. 


  Seraphel thought for a moment and then smiled. 


  “Actually, my handmaidens were expressing a terrible desire to breathe fresh air. A ride would do them good. Why don’t they ride with you, First-Knight? They can join the [Knights] on the horses if there are no more to spare.” 


  The two [Handmaidens] looked horrified. But Seraphel snapped her hand shut from below the line of the window and their mouths closed. Another useful little Skill. 


  Seraphel was a low-level [Princess] too—at least compared to the greatest rulers in the world. The King of Destruction had been rumored to be above Level 50, for instance, and he had conquered an entire continent and nearly the rest of the world. That he had been driven off and entered his slumber—well, it had been a close thing. 


  She was Level 16. So she had hardly any right to criticize Ser Dalimont on his level. The [Knight] glanced at the two handmaidens’ terrified expressions and silent shaking of their heads. They did not want to sit on hard saddles for the next six hours behind armored [Knights]. What he lacked in levels, Skills, and combat prowess he made up for in diplomatic tact. 


  “A ride would be…quite uncomfortable, I fear, Your Highness. And I regret to say we lack the spare mounts to expedite such an event in any case. My sincerest apologies.” 


  Seraphel sighed as if mildly put out. 


  “Oh, really? Well, I should insist—but I suppose not. Let us move on, Ser Dalimont.” 


  He bowed and moved away. And that dealt with that. The 4th Princess sat in blessed silence. The Thronebearers rode on, and before the door was closed, Seraphel heard them murmuring behind their visors. She paid them no mind. Everyone, from Mariel to the Thronebearers, knew that she was being sold for political favor. 


  It was fine. She closed her eyes, and wondered how long she’d be married this time. A year? Would she be divorced? That would be a scandal, but the reason mattered. 


  A decade? If she was expected to have heirs, well, it would be different from the old [Baron] and that brat. Seraphel wondered if she’d live her entire life here. She was tempted to run, like Lyonette. But—


  her younger sister was an idiot, and that was being charitable. What did she expect to accomplish? They were [Princesses]. They married (and married again when needed), they had children, they died. What else could they be? 


  The [Princess] closed her weary eyes. She felt herself slipping away to sleep. In the silent carriage, oblivion was a welcome thing. 


  The respite lasted all of twelve seconds then someone bellowed ‘attack!’ and the dark carriage’s interior turned a lurid green. 


  “What the—” 


  A flash of light and subsequent detonation rocked the carriage. Horses screamed; the [Knights] outside bellowed an alarm. Seraphel heard Mariel or the other one scream as she was knocked against the padded upholstery. 


  “We’re under attack!” 


  “Surround the carriage! Kill them! Don’t let any of the family get away! Where’s the [Lord]? Attack, attack!” 


  Shouting from outside. Seraphel pulled herself up weakly. Her enchanted tiara glowed in the darkness. 


  Inside the carriage, she saw the dim interior lit up by flashes of light. Green—ghostly and bright. And gold—the Thronebearers’ armor and weapons. 


  “Your Highness! Someone’s attacking us!” 


  Mariel screamed. Seraphel checked her tiara; the magic had saved her from the bruises of the impact. 


  She looked at three of the bejeweled rings on her finger, and twisted the one with the sigil of Calanfer on it. It began to glow, pulsing an alarm in a distant kingdom hundreds of miles south of here. 


  Satisfied that her father was aware of the setback, Seraphel leaned back in the carriage. 


  “Oh, really? We’re under attack? How wonderfully observant, Mariel.” 


  The [Handmaiden] stared at her. Her face was white, and she and her friend were huddling near the floor. 


  “Your Highness! Stay low! If they attack the carriage—” 


  “Be silent, Mariel. This is just a kidnapping. I doubt our abductors will hurt more than the Thronebearers if they’re not driven off. This is probably just Ailendamus’—” 


  Seraphel’s words cut off as something hit one of the carriage’s windows. Mariel screamed; Seraphel stared at the arrow buried in the padded seat next to her. She amended her statement. 


  “…[Bandits], then. Well, we’ll probably all be ravished. You two might not be ransomed. Some cause for alarm.” 


  The two [Handmaidens] screamed in horror. Seraphel felt a beat of nervousness herself. That had been…close. 


  More flashes of green light. The Thronebearers were shouting; someone was blowing a horn. Idiots. 


  Seraphel had cause to dislike her father a second time. He could have sent one Level 30 [Knight] with her. But no, and now this situation sounded bad. 


  “Protect the [Princess] with your lives! Get the carriage moving! She cannot be captured!” 


  Ser Dalimont was shouting. Not the kind of thing you wanted to hear. Seraphel heard a scream, the clash of arms—strangely, few shouts from the attackers. There were voices, but they were distant. 


  What was going on? She had to know. So the [Princess] slowly reached for the handle of the carriage door. 


  “Milady—” 


  Seraphel stepped out as a golden [Knight], his armor charred, rushed towards the front of the coach. 


  One of the horses was gone. Ser Dalimont skidded to a stop. 


  The [Princess] stepped out into a battle. The road had stopped at a bend and the ambushers had hit them. They’d come out of the woods after casting a spell to kill the [Driver]. Seraphel looked around, blinked. That explained the lack of noise. She saw over a hundred shambling figures, or skeletal bodies, armed with rusted weapons. Burning, magical eyes. 


  “Ah. Undead. Dear me.” 


  And behind them—eight hooded figures. The [Necromancers] were raining down the green spells, shooting missiles of burning energy that harried the [Knights] as they fought the undead coming at them from all sides. Seraphel saw Ser Dalimont hack down a zombie with his sword, wrench the blade free of the gore, and parry a thrust from a skeleton. 


  That made the [Princess] feel quite ill. She leaned on the door of the carriage, ignoring the screams from within. She wasn’t used to blood. But—after a second, she stopped herself from puking. She eyed the battle and saw the Thronebearers were losing. They had no grand Skills, and their armor and weaponry was enchanted, but it was also ornamental. One went down under half a dozen bodies which hammered on his plate armor as he shouted for aid. The lesser zombies couldn’t kill him. But a bounding shape crashed into the man and began tearing at him with considerably more strength and animation. 


  Ghoul. Faster, deadlier—another [Knight], female, went to the aid of the first, bringing her axe around and hacking at the foe. If it was just Ghouls and zombies they would have still won handily. But then a black bolt of energy struck her in the back. The female Thronebearer stiffened and the life drained out of her. She fell, dead, without a word as her comrade was covered in undead bodies. 


  One of the [Necromancers] was powerful. Seraphel saw him on the hill, aiming a wand. He pointed—and Ser Dalimont raised his shield. Even so, the green orb threw him and everyone in a ten foot radius around him around like ragdolls. 


  Dalimont lay on the ground, unmoving, as the lead [Necromancer] conjured a spear of blackness, twin to the one that had killed the female [Knight] a moment ago. He threw it— 


  “Princess!” 


  The spear went through another [Knight] as the golden figure leapt across Seraphel’s vision. She fell, choking. Seraphel stared at the downed knight, wide-eyed. The spear had been meant for her. 


  “Princess, you must flee! Take the carriage—” 


  One of the Thronebearers shouted at her, fighting the undead as they closed around the coach. Seraphel looked around—then she jerked. 


  A skeleton had shot an arrow at her! The arrow flew towards Seraphel’s unguarded face—and slowed. It froze in the air as her tiara saved her life. Seraphel weakly batted the arrow away and it fell to the ground. 


  “What’s the meaning of this?” 


  She looked around. The Thronebearers closed ranks, carrying Dalimont and two of their fellows. They were screaming at her, trying to get the carriage moving with one horse. The [Necromancers] shouted orders. 


  “Kill them! Let none get away!” 


  “Find the [Lord]! Where is he?” 


  Seraphel leaned on the carriage. She saw the lead [Necromancer] aiming at her. The [Princess] had no weapon besides her rank. So she stood straighter, knocked Mariel’s hand off her arm, and shouted with all the authority she had in her. 


  “Excuse me! What are you doing?” 


  There was a pause. The [Necromancers] halted, aiming their wands and staves down at the Humans. The man in dark robes blinked. The [Princess] eyed the undead and waved at them. 


  “You! You lot! What are you doing? Are you going to slaughter all of us? We surrender!” 


  “Princess—no—you must flee—” 


  Ser Dalimont croaked. Seraphel ignored him. She pointed at the [Necromancer]. 


  “An arrow nearly took my head off, you idiot! Kidnap me and have done with it! Come on, hurry up! 


  Stop slaughtering my escorts! You won’t get anything more from Calanfer for them! It’s me you want!” 


  She strode forwards and recoiled as one of the zombies struck at her. The [Necromancers] palpably wavered. The one in black robes had white hair. Rather full and silky; he must have spent time on the look. He narrowed his eyes at her and leveled his staff. 


  “We accept no surrender or trickery. You and the line of Afiele die here, milady. I regret that this is not personal.” 


  The white-haired [Necromancer] smiled. And the tip of his staff glowed again with that black light that hurt the eyes. 


  Seraphel shaded her eyes. She saw the undead moving towards her. But—before the fear came only fury. She shouted. 


  “Are you stupid, man? I’m not Noelictus’ child!” 


  She shook a fist at them. The genuine, pure anger and contempt made the [Necromancers] hesitate. 


  They looked at each other as the [Princess] went on, incensed. 


  “I am Seraphel du Marquin, 4th Princess of Calanfer! Afiele? Are you taken in the head? Now, put down your weapons and call your army off! No one kills a [Princess] of Calanfer!” 


  No one killed a [Princess] of Calanfer. It was not an idle boast. Nor—a threat. It was just reality. No one killed a [Princess] of the Eternal Throne of Calanfer because…there was no point. You’d get no ransom from a corpse. Calanfer was a political kingdom. You could ransom Seraphel, keep her hostage, and do any number of things, but the truth was that a [Princess] of Calanfer hadn’t died in battle for the last four thousand years, because that was a valueless act. In a siege, she would be spared and taken captive. [Bandits] would take her artifacts and sell her to someone. 


  Assassinations were different, of course. But even then—why kill her? It made no sense. The Eternal Throne of Calanfer’s entire strategy was not to make enemies. To make themselves more valuable as allies, hostages, or impartial intermediaries. 


  The [Necromancers] standing amid the trees looked at each other as she berated them. Seraphel saw one raise a hand and the undead stopped their onslaught. She heard a loud whisper. 


  “Calanfer? But I thought this was Afiele’s…” 


  The leader was the man with the white hair and staff. Seraphel knew how to recognize authority. He looked down at her and couldn’t disguise the sudden apprehension that flitted across his face. 


  “Lies.” 


  “Lies? Tell me, Sir [Necromancer], do you not see the crown on my head? And do you not recognize the Thronebearers of Calanfer? You must be blind not to recognize their crests, or the color of their armor!” 


  Seraphel was beyond angry. But the sudden realization that these [Necromancers] had come to kill, not kidnap, her had created a pit of fear in her stomach. She blustered on, thinking quickly. 


  [Necromancers]. One of the most perverse and wretched of schools of magic, outlawed across Terandria, of course. Ever since Az’kerash, the Necromancer of Terandria had betrayed his kingdom and waged a hundred years of undead war against the living. 


  She was terrified, but a [Princess] should show no fear to her enemies. Seraphel tilted her chin up. 


  “Once more, I am the 4th Princess of Calanfer. If you are hoping to waylay another sort on the roads, gentlemen, we shall be on our way.” 


  “What?” 


  The [Necromancers] stared at her. But Seraphel was already marching down to the coach. 


  “Ser Dalimont, take your [Knights] and get this coach moving. We have an appointment and this seems to be a mix-up. L-leave the fallen. I’m far too busy to deal with them. You may recover the bodies on your return trip.” 


  “Your Highness, are you m—” 


  Mariel nearly shrieked from the coach, but Ser Dalimont was at least halfway intelligent. He glanced at the confused [Necromancers]. 


  “Of course, Your Highness. Dame Nifvta, Ser Julius, fix the wheel.” 


  Audacity gave them a minute, maybe less. They had to hurry, but not panic. Seraphel could hear the 


  [Necromancers] arguing. 


  “—assured me they were on the way!” 


  The lead [Necromancer] was shouting at the others. They were cowering as he raised his staff. 


  “We thought they were, Master! No one uses this road except the local villagers! A party that large—” 


  “You didn’t even think to check their armor? Afiele has no [Knights], you fools! They barely have a house guard!” 


  Seraphel glanced at their leader as she pretended to harangue the Thronebearers. The white-haired 


  [Necromancer], again. She turned and hissed to her escort. 


  “Hurry up.” 


  Then… 


  “How did a cabal of [Necromancers] appear?” 


  The [Knights] were trying to replace the broken wheel. Ser Dalimont glanced up. 


  “White hair. Black robes. He’s the image of The Necromancer.” 


  Az’kerash. There were [Necromancers], but when people said The Necromancer, they meant the former Archmage, the herald of death that had raised armies. By contrast—these were just imitators capable of raising only a hundred undead. But their leader was clearly emulating the legend. Seraphel shuddered. 


  “The wheel’s on? Get moving—” 


  She hurried around the side of the coach and a black bolt of magic lashed the ground. The two 


  [Handmaidens] screamed. Ser Dalimont raised his shield, covering Seraphel. 


  The [Necromancer] pointed down at Seraphel. 


  “Princess Seraphel du Marquin. It appears we were in error. You were not our target. It is quite regrettable; we have no quarrel with Calanfer. But we cannot allow you to leave.” 


  Slowly, the [Princess] swung around. She tried to smile. 


  “Sir Necromancer. We have no quarrel with your cul—cabal. We are quite willing to go on our way. 


  Consider that my kingdom will pursue its enemies to the ends of the world. But we are content to let…accidents lie.” 


  She waved at the fallen bodies of the [Knights], gold armor torn and dirtied. 


  “Allow us to go on our way and we will leave our dead. Upon my honor, I promise we will make no mention of your attack. My word as a [Princess] on it.” 


  She was sweating. 


  “Your Highness—” 


  One of the Thronebearers protested. But Ser Dalimont silenced him with a glance. 


  Leave the dead. The [Necromancers] could take the bodies and create stronger undead, protected by the magical armor. Seraphel knew it was dishonorable. But dishonor before death— 


  The white-haired [Necromancer] considered it for a second. The others were looking at the [Knights], clearly not relishing having to finish them off before their quarry arrived. But their leader slowly shook his head. 


  “I believe you might well keep your word, Princess Seraphel. Calanfer’s lot are political. However. I do not care to take risks. Moreover…we could use [Knights]. Their bodies, that is. And a [Princess] would be a suitable vessel for experimentation.” 


  He smiled and looked at her. No—through her. Not at her living form, but at her body. Seraphel shuddered. 


  “Very well. Ten—forty thousand gold pieces.” 


  The staff wavered. Someone gasped. It sounded like one of the [Necromancers]. The one with white hair hesitated. 


  “…What was that?” 


  “My ransom. I can guarantee it. Forty thousand gold pieces for my return, safely, with my entire escort, of course. I do not doubt it will be paid within the day. Send a [Message] to Calanfer and I will provide you with key phrases to prove I am your captive.” 


  “Forty thousand. That’s a lot. If we took that instead of the contract—” 


  “Silence.” 


  The white-haired leader was thinking hard. Seraphel licked her lips. Was that not an insane amount? 


  She’d thought it would turn even a [Mage]’s head—but his eyes were flicking to the road again. 


  “Forty thousand gold pieces, Sir Necromancer. If I die, the Thronebearers of Calanfer would be forced to swear an oath to avenge my death. You would be hunted.” 


  Murmurs among the cabal. Seraphel went on, emboldened. 


  “Perhaps even a larger sum! Sixty thousand? Calanfer cannot beggar itself for a single [Princess], much less one as removed from the crown as I, but what are we worth to you dead? A handful of corpses? 


  Gold of that amount could buy you artifacts, tomes of magic, even bodies, I daresay.” 


  “Feren, there’s a lot of sense—” 


  “Silence!” 


  Feren. Seraphel would remember that name, even without Skill. Her eyes locked on the [Necromancer]’s face. She would make sure he was hunted. But she’d play the damsel right now. She lifted her hands delicately, as if entreating him. And made her first mistake. 


  “It is a dangerous thing to become an enemy of a Kingdom of Terandria, Sir Necromancer. You are a 


  [Mage], a spellcaster, and thus a man of learning. Let sense be your guide.” 


  Well-reasoned words. But the wrong ones. Seraphel saw the white-haired man’s head jerk. He looked down at her and suddenly his face was twisted in fury. 


  “Enemy of a Kingdom of Terandria? We are already hunted. Your get has already taken—” 


  He closed his eyes a moment. And Seraphel saw a flash of—what, grief?—then a stare as deathly as the magic he commanded. The [Necromancer] pointed his staff at her chest and spoke to his cabal. 


  “Kill them all. Don’t damage her body. [Deathbolt].” 


  The black energy coalesced and lashed from his staff’s tip. Ser Dalimont put himself between the energy and Seraphel. She saw it hit his shield, splash on the enchanted metal. 


  “Go! Guard Her Highness! Go!” 


  The [Knights] put up their blades and fought. Seraphel scrambled for the moving coach as the 


  [Necromancers] redoubled their assault. She felt something claw at her, breaking past her circlet’s defensive enchantment. It drew blood and she cried out. 


  This was how she died. Seraphel du Marquin hadn’t expected this. Something with flaming eyes tore at her as she tried to climb inside. Mariel reached for her, but Seraphel felt the Ghoul dragging her back. 


  She gripped the edge of the doorway— 


  And fell. Seraphel landed on the dirt. The Thronebearers were locked in combat as spells fell upon them. 


  A huge, rotten face bit at her, teeth snapping. The Ghoul recoiled as her circlet emitted one last, desperate flash of light. It went flying, its skin smoking. It did not rise. 


  But the others were there. As the carriage rolled away, Seraphel slowly rose. She looked at the undead, shambling towards her. The undead formed a wall between her and anyone else. 


  “Your Highness!” 


  Ser Dalimont was fighting towards her. A [Deathbolt] hit him in the back and he fell, disappearing behind the bodies. Seraphel looked around. But no one was there. 


  She blinked and sighed. Slowly, the [Princess] reached up and straightened her tiara. She stood there, in dignity, patting down her besmirched dress as the undead closed in. A [Princess] died a [Princess]. 


  “At least it’s over with.” 


  She tried to smile. The [Princess] waited, wanting to close her eyes and too afraid to do so. She had always thought— 


  Seraphel heard a shattering horn-blast ring through the air. She turned—and saw two dozen [Riders] 


  racing down the road. The [Necromancers] turned. Warriors armed with light spears, led by a man in light armor, marked by a golden stalk of wheat, charged the undead from the side. 


  “Afiele! Follow Lord Lantal!” 


  A voice bellowed. Seraphel saw the real escort following Afiele’s sovereign [Lord] rush down the road, weapons drawn. The man in front, the [Lord] himself, had a fencer’s sword drawn. His armor was seemingly plain leather, cheap but effective. 


  He wore no obvious artifacts she could clearly see. But he plunged into the mass of undead as if he wore a suit of invincible metal, laying about him like his blade was some heirloom of old, heedless of the numbers. 


  The [Necromancers] cried out, in disarray. But their leader pointed his staff. 


  “It’s them! Kill the [Lord] and his family!” 


  He shot a third [Deathbolt] at the [Lord]. Seraphel saw the [Lord] track the glowing bolt of magic, and slide sideways. For a heart pounding second he hung sideways alongside his horse as the deathly spell passed through the place where his chest had been. Then he yanked himself upright. 


  “Archers, loose!” 


  Lord Lantal shouted. Four of the horse-riders put arrows to their bows. They loosed—not at the undead, but at the [Necromancers]. 


  Two cried out and fell. One deflected an arrow with a shield made of bones. The last arrow missed, but the [Lord] was charging. He raced up the slope, through the trees. 


  Aiming at the [Necromancers]. They tried to stop him, loosing spells, but the trees provided cover. The 


  [Lord] hit them a second before his retainers. He slashed down and laid one [Necromancer]’s face open. 


  “Forwards! Kill the spellcasters!” 


  The [Lord] bellowed, which was a sound tactical choice insofar as Seraphel understood the battle. 


  Undead needed [Necromancers]; otherwise they just collapsed or lost their direction. 


  However, she was surrounded. The [Princess] saw the undead around her waver—and then break away. 


  “Retreat! Retreat!” 


  The [Necromancers] hadn’t been prepared for their foes to reach them. They pulled the undead back, but the mounted fighters and the [Lord] were among them. Seraphel saw two more [Necromancers] fall. 


  But their leader was made of sterner stuff. And higher-level. He planted his staff and a wall of bone cut off the other [Riders]. He then aimed at the [Lord]. 


  “Lord Lantal—die!” 


  Spikes made of ivory shot from the ground, impaling the [Lord]’s horse. He threw himself off the back. 


  He was quick. The man sprang to his feet and lunged forwards. The [Necromancer] actually blocked the blade’s thrust with his staff. He snarled and black magic shot from one hand. He missed. 


  The [Riders] charged left and right around the barricade, dividing the [Necromancers]. As the others fell, the undead lost their cohesion. They became aimless, and, no longer under attack, the Thronebearers hacked them apart. 


  “Lady Seraphel! Behind our shields!” 


  Ser Dalimont was alive. He hacked one skeleton to pieces, and the others planted themselves around her. Seraphel nodded, her face pale. She stood there until the battle was over. 


  “No! My apprentices!” 


  The [Necromancer] howled. He stumbled away from the [Lord] as another wall of bone rose, cutting the man off from him. He was bleeding—but he made the other zombies and ghouls block the [Lord] as he ran. 


  “Follow him! Bring him down!” 


  The [Lord] tried to follow, but a Ghoul—the bounding, more agile version of a zombie—leapt on him. He stabbed it in the chest and had to kick it off his blade. The [Necromancer] raised his staff. Black fog enveloped the forest, stymieing the [Riders] and causing their horses to rear. By the time it cleared enough for them to ride through the trees— 


  He was gone. 


  


  —— 


  


  A bit afterwards, as the last undead was brought down by an arrow from afar, Seraphel du Marquin stood among her Thronebearers. 


  The rescue party had been small. Two dozen men and women, the guards for another group headed down the same road at the same time. They’d left the carriage with a few [Guards] and rushed to join the fighting. 


  “You arrived just in time, Milord Lantal.” 


  Ser Dalimont was bowing to the [Lord] who’d led the rescue. Lord Lantal was a tall man with gray-brown hair. It made him seem older than he was—and he couldn’t have been more than his late thirties. The 


  [Lord] of Afiele, a small province. 


  “We were glad to arrive at all. If Calanfer’s [Princess] should have been killed here in an ambush meant for us—I would have never forgiven myself. As it was—we might have well died if those [Necromancers] 


  had attacked us first, Ser Dalimont.” 


  “Do you know how an entire cult of [Necromancers] came to Noelictus, Lord Lantal?” 


  “No. Noelictus would hunt them down if we had known. I can only apologize—this trap was clearly meant for…” 


  The two men stopped talking as the [Princess] left her two terrified [Handmaidens] and approached. 


  “Lord Lantal? May I thank you personally for your daring rescue?” 


  Seraphel had stopped throwing up behind the carriage after her near-death experience. Now, she was the picture of royal gratitude, with a breath-freshening tonic. The [Lord] bowed deeply to her. 


  “Your Highness. You have my deepest regrets for this incident. The [Necromancer] that escaped will be found and interrogated, you have my word.” 


  “I should hope so. But I believe Calanfer owes House Afiele of Noelictus a great debt. And your own swordplay as well, Lord Lantal. It was a daring rescue.” 


  Seraphel smiled deeply at Lord Lantal. The man blushed. 


  “I’m but a [Lord] who practices the sword, Your Highness. A passionate student, but far from a [Fencer] 


  or a master.” 


  “Nevertheless. I was quite taken by your daring. You have my thanks and I am sure my father will convey it as well.” 


  “It was a trap meant for my family, according to your retainer, Princess Seraphel. I do not know why—


  but I will get to the bottom of this.” 


  Lord Lantal turned, his long-legged stride carrying him over to one of the [Riders], who shook her head and panted that they hadn’t found the [Necromancer]’s tracks. Just as quickly he caught himself and returned. 


  “My apologies, Princess. I am not used to royalty.” 


  “Do what you must, Lord Lantal. I—again, I must thank you. I feared it would be my death.” 


  She felt like she was repeating herself, but she truly had been shaken by the attack. Ser Dalimont came forwards and broke Seraphel’s shocked state. He knelt and offered her a deep bow of his head. To her and Lantal both. 


  “Your Highness. I am deeply ashamed of our Order’s failure to protect you. In light of this—disaster, I fear we must turn back. Or at least, request reinforcements.” 


  Dalimont was pale. Lord Lantal nodded. 


  “Indeed. I must insist that your people come to Afiele, Princess Seraphel. They can be safe until a larger escort can be arranged. When news of this assault reaches the capital, I am certain His Majesty will send a relief army. And the Twins will no doubt ride upon Afiele just as quickly!” 


  Seraphel blinked. Lord Lantal hesitated. 


  “…Yes. Fallien of Ovela, the Earl, and his twin sister, Piral of Ovela. The Earl of Evening and the Countess of the Morning. Afiele is among the territories under their domain. I apologize—the Twins is how many refer to them. The Twins of Ovela.” 


  “I see.” 


  Her husband and sister-in-law would no doubt ride to her aid. A fine way to meet them. 


  Seraphel’s heart sank. She glanced at Lord Lantal and then nodded slowly. 


  “Of course. And we shall accept your kind hospitality, Lord Lantal. I regret that I know little of Afiele or Noelictus. Of course, more about the throne, but I find myself in your debt! Please, if you will allow us your hospitality—” 


  She was smiling at the man as he redoubled his efforts to assure her she was now safe. That was when Seraphel heard a voice calling his name. 


  “Lantal? Is it safe?” 


  A group of eight people rode down the road, staring at the dead bodies. A woman, her [Guards]—and a boy and girl whose eyes she was shielding. Lantal turned and Seraphel saw his eyes light up with protective worry. 


  “It’s not safe, Risel! Culin, Sasi, shield your gazes. It was an ambush…” 


  He strode towards them, and Seraphel sighed. She hadn’t known this detail, but it was obvious at a glance. There went Lord Lantal, to speak to his wife, Lady Risel of Afiele and his son and daughter, six and nine respectively. 


  Alas. Seraphel kicked at the ground, and then stomped back to her carriage. She looked back at the man. 


  Not the most handsome of men, or tallest, or strongest. Certainly not the richest; he was wearing leather, mildly enchanted, probably an heirloom of his family. 


  But for a second she’d dreamed of a chance meeting. A bit of fate to throw her together. Seraphel returned to the coach and stared out the window. 


  A storybook meeting and happy romance wasn’t for her. In a world of magic and classes and Skills—


  there was still no magic. She closed her eyes and sighed. 


  


  —— 


  


  Seraphel didn’t see the [Lord]’s shoulders sag, or the worried look on Lady Risel’s face as they turned to watch the attacked Calanfer delegation. 


  The [Lord] stepped over to the riders just in time for his son and daughter to begin howling. His wife, in her early thirties, tried to soothe them while she whispered urgently to him. 


  “Lantie. Is that the [Princess] of Calanfer?” 


  “Yes, Ris. One of them.” 


  “What do we do?” 


  “I don’t know. I’ve offered her hospitality while an escort comes from the capital. And we’ll hunt down the [Necromancer].” 


  “But we can’t afford—” 


  Risel fell silent as her son shouted that something stank. Her elder daughter was crying; this ride hadn’t dealt with their poor spirits at all. 


  First the increased tax and now rogue [Necromancers]. He stopped next to Risel’s mount and leaned there for a while. 


  He was tired. But that was an endemic problem of Afiele, of Noelictus. The Kingdom of Shade. 




  1.06 P 


  Ser Dalius was gone. 


  Cara must have passed out for a few seconds after lying in the meadow. The young woman heard the voice in her head, jerked upright. She pushed herself up. Then Cara looked back down the broken slope to the tomb’s entrance. 


  She stood there, wishing she had anything of him to bury. She would have stopped another moment for him, to mourn and thank him. An hour, a day. 


  Later, she would. But right now, the young woman, the [Singer], desperately longed to be free. She looked over her shoulder at the world beyond. And she tasted air, fresh, clean. 


  With each step she moved faster, running out across the grass, opening her arms to the sky. She laughed and nearly cried with relief. 


  The sky! Fresh air! Beautiful— 


  The young woman halted in her tracks and stared about. The…beauty of nature? 


  Her first image of the outside world had been blue skies, a verdant forest. And that was partly true. But only by comparison with the black, unforgiving tomb. 


  “What’s…wrong with this place?” 


  Cara scuffed a foot at the dirty, ashy green grass. She glanced at the thin, withered trees with dark leaves, some bordering on black. The bark was equally as dark; in two places she spotted a pale inner wood, but bleached of the regular brown she expected. 


  Even the flowers were far more muted in color than they should be. Black and white predominated, or variations of the color. It looked like someone had swept a volcanic eruption over this place and only gotten half of it off. Minus the lava, obviously. 


  Cara blinked around as her dark-accustomed eyes adjusted. It was certainly brighter, but this was not the bunnies and flowers she’d been dreaming of. She glanced over her shoulder, at the place where the ground had opened up, revealing the buried tomb. Then she glanced up and her eyes widened. 


  “The sky. God. What happened to the sky?” 


  The young woman realized that ‘blue skies’ would only be true for an artist’s interpretation. It was some grey palette, like the beginning of a storm front without the clouds and only a hint of ochre blue mixed in. 


  It was gray and unrelenting. The sun shone down, but faintly. Cara O’Sullivan—the name she was sticking with for the moment—had seen many an overcast day back home. But even then, there had been color. 


  This was bleak. And it reminded her most of…well…pollution. Like those images of cities so choked by smog that it created a second layer of ‘clouds’ overhead. 


  Only—she inhaled experimentally—the air felt fresh. Just the skies were wrong. 


  Too vast. They made her eyes hurt at first, as if she was looking too far, strange as that sounded. Her mind instinctively pointing out that these skies had a depth her home lacked. Cara tried to process it. 


  And now—if all she had not seen in the tomb wasn’t proof enough, the skies themselves cemented it. 


  This was not her world. Cara jerked her eyes away from the stratosphere to stop the unsettling feeling in her stomach. She looked around, focusing on the dreary landscape. Shades of grey. Lack of color…grey skies… 


  “So it’s like England. I can live with that. At least it’s not raining.” 


  Cara smacked her lips. She could use some rain, actually. Or food. She had eaten mice and roots and dust-water all the time in the tomb. Now—as she walked down the meadow—her bones and body ached. Her feet were killing her. Cara sat down in the grass and felt at it. It was ashy—but soft. She closed her eyes. 


  What had Ser Dalius said? Noelictus was a place of death. Death magic—he’d described the lack of light and shadows well. She just hadn’t expected a full palette. 


  But for a moment—she was just glad to be out here. Alive. She was hungry, thirsty, footsore, and she really needed to relieve the…tension…of seeing ancient magic explode. It was hard to pee with ghosts hovering around and making comments about despoiling sacred tombs. Even with their backs turned. 


  Yet for a minute or two, Cara just lay there as the grass blew in the wind. She looked up and sighed. 


  “It’s the sky, Dalius. It’s…beautiful.” 


  She felt her eyes tingling again. But here she was, in an unfamiliar place, with no means of survival. Cara closed her eyes—then she sat up. 


  “Okay. I guess that was the tutorial. Time to fend for myself without friendly ghosts.” 


  She got to her feet, groaning. The first thing Cara did was walk towards a tree. She circled it, tapped at the bark. It seemed like a tree from her world, just colored a bit differently. Cara eyed it, shrugged, and then looked around. She edged around the tree so the tomb was blocked from view and took care of problem one. 


  “Whew.” 


  Cara was pulling up her pants when she realized a few things. Firstly—if this still was a game, it was extraordinarily realistic. Second—she had an audience. 


  A peeved rabbit was staring at her. Cara jumped. But it wasn’t a dead rabbit. It was in fact—a hare with ebony-colored fur. Perfectly rabbit-shaped. Even a bit small. 


  Also—Cara was standing over its burrow. The rabbit gave Cara another look. The young woman from Ireland looked down. 


  “Shit. Sorry.” 


  The rabbit retreated a bit as Cara swung around. She blinked at it as it stood up on two legs, clearly unused to anything like her. Cara hesitated. 


  So, rabbits exist. Well, if there were medieval knights, it was fair to expect a fairly normal world. And this wasn’t a white rabbit with a stopwatch so it was probably just a normal one. She bent down, peering at it. 


  “Hello, rabbit.” 


  It backed up from her, warily. Cara smiled at it. She held out a hand, as slowly as could be. She bent low to the ground, plucking at something in the grass. The rabbit hesitated. It was nervous, but it hadn’t made any decision about Cara yet. It edged left— 


  “Gotcha!” 


  The young woman leapt forwards, hurling the stone and then diving for the rabbit. It bolted, dodging left, right, and then running straight in the opposite direction, all before she even hit the ground. Cara lay there for a moment. 


  “Yup. They’re just as fast as back home.” 


  She sat up after another second, dusting the dark loamy soil off her clothing. It had been an attempt. 


  She needed food, shelter, and preferably civilization, and she wasn’t above killing rabbits. She had worked with fake blood on sets and done other grisly part-time jobs. Now, strangling the rabbit or smacking it with a stone would be hard, but once you got past that, the trick would be skinning it with… 


  Whatever it took, Cara would survive. She hadn’t lived through being locked in a coffin with a zombie, walking for days underground, and watching Ser Dalius sacrifice himself just to die from exposure like some fool. 


  She’d lived near forests before moving to the city. And while she might lack for most tools she’d like to bring, like a camping tent, propane-anything, knives, and so on—she had her Skills. They didn’t handily list themselves out any time Cara wanted—Ser Dalius had thought that was an odd idea—but she had a good memory. 


  [Song of Light], [Melody of Droplets], [Clear Voice], [Echo Voice], [One True Falsehood], [Commanding Presence], [Melody of Sparks], [Song of Persuasion]. 


  Of the lot, Cara singled three out. [Melody of Sparks], [Melody of Droplets], and [One True Falsehood]. 


  The melody-Skills were interesting. She only had to carry a tune, even humming, to get a bit of water or a few sparks. But if she sang hard, she got more water or sparks, and she could even combine a melody with a song. So she could have [Song of Light] and [Melody of Droplets] active at once. They had made beautiful rainbows for the ghostly [Knight]… 


  Cara shook her head. Focus. Ser Dalius had pointed out her water was fake, but it still was nourishing. 


  “That’s fire and water if I can’t find a stream or if it doesn’t rain. It, uh—looks like it might.” 


  But that might be just how Afiele—or Noelictus—always looked. Still, that was a good two essentials taken care of. Food…well, Cara had an idea. 


  [One True Falsehood]. She remembered how she’d acquired scars just by lying about a fake animal attack. She hadn’t tested it out, more preoccupied with grilling Ser Dalius about his world and talking about hers. Besides, the [Knight] had been everything, including a Swiss-army knife. But what if…? 


  The [Actress] came to a complete stop in the forest and snapped a salute. She barked forwards, ignoring the rabbit who’d come back to stare. 


  “My name is 1st Lieutenant Cara Sullivan, of the Army Ranger Wing! I’ve been deployed to over three dozen missions and served for four years. Top of the class. I can survive anywhere. I’ve been dropped in the wilderness with a toothpick and half a roll of toilet paper and that was just for fun.” 


  Her eyes narrowed. Cara looked around, and the ash-rabbit backed up. She felt for a stone to hurl at it… 


  And realized she didn’t feel very competent. Cara blinked. She tried to recall some hither-to unknown survival tips. Or how to knife an opponent with a stick or something. 


  “No good. Shoot. Maybe it’s too big of a lie?” 


  Or maybe the ‘one truth’ she got was literally…one truth? Cara thought about it. She blinked down at the stone in her hand. 


  “…When I was a kid, I loved to throw rocks. I could nail a crow sitting on the barn’s roof at fifty paces.” 


  The little ash-rabbit saw the [Actress] toss the stone up and down. Perhaps—it sensed the sudden change in the way she caught the stone, the flicker in her eyes. It tensed, began to leap away— 


  The stone struck the rabbit in the head and Cara heard a smack of impact. She blinked. She’d hurled that rock as hard as she could, but part of her hadn’t expected the sudden confidence to pay off. She saw the rabbit tumble head-over-heels, hit the ground— 


  Its neck was broken. Cara stared at the rabbit’s open eyes. She gaped at the mouth, the blood running down the black fur. Her hands clapped over her mouth in horror. 


  “I’m so sorry.” 


  All her resolutions about killing rabbits by hand flew out of her head. The bunny was dead. The first living thing…Cara dropped to the ground. 


  “Oh no. I’m so—” 


  She caught herself. The [Singer] closed her eyes. The [Actress] stood. She composed her face. Her expression went slack, emotionless. 


  “I’ve skinned tons of animals before. Grew up on a farm, didn’t I? This is nothing new.” 


  She eyed the dead rabbit. But the pain in her chest didn’t fade. Cara walked over. She picked up the stone—threw it. 


  There was a fat, dark green leaf hanging from a tree thirty paces distant. Cara nailed it. She blinked down at her hand. 


  “Oh. I can’t switch it.” 


  She looked back down at the little bunny. Dead. Cara felt at her heart. She reached for it with shaking hands. Touched— 


  Still warm. Cara leapt away, shuddering. Then she slapped herself. 


  Crack. It was not a light slap. Cara’s own head rang. But she deserved it. 


  “If you can’t kill a rabbit, go walk back into the tomb and jump in a coffin, idiot! You killed it! You’re eating it! If you can’t handle it, how are you going to make it anywhere?” 


  The young woman stood. She breathed in and out, controlling her heartbeat. Then—she picked up the rabbit. It was warm. Her face was dispassionate. Her hands barely shook. 


  It was not a lie. Or rather, not a Skill. It was just acting. But it made her pick up the rabbit, by the ears, like she vaguely remembered hunters doing. Then she cradled it because that felt wrong. 


  “It might have parasites. How do I skin it? Let alone…” 


  The young woman walked through the forest with her burden. She was shaken. But now she was hunting for a sharp stone, a stick. She could at least start a fire. And she would soon. Didn’t you bleed meat? Or was that only to make it kosher? 


  She wished she knew. Cara walked on. First something to cut with—then she’d see if she could switch her one lie to something about being able to skin rabbits with her hands. The young woman walked on, unable to tear the little bundle of cooling fur in her arms. She thought of bacteria, disease. And she felt so guilty over the life she’d taken. 


  “Poor little bunny. Poor little wabbit.” 


  The young woman’s trail carried her down the meadow. Through sparse trees, growing in the light, although the sun was already setting fast. And onto the road. 


  Cara stopped. She looked down at the dirt road, a small foot-path leading just past where she’d walked out of the trees. It was no animal trail; someone had tamped the dirt down in a deliberate way and cleared the weeds periodically. 


  The young woman stared at the path. She tapped it with one foot. The dead rabbit lay in her arms. And at that moment, a girl with pale skin and a basket full of dried wood on her back walked into view. 


  “Father? Is that y—” 


  The girl wore a handkerchief over her hair. Her dress was plain, black and white, which suited the landscape, and she could have stepped out of a portrait of the dark ages, especially if it was in black and white. She had a pair of long wooden tongs she’d been using to pick up sticks with. 


  She stopped when she saw Cara. The young woman from Ireland had dirt on her clothing. Dust. But her clothes were the brightest thing in this dreary landscape, colored by dyes this world had not yet discovered. 


  Cara’s face was likewise dirty, and tears stood out in her eyes. She had been singing opera for the rabbit. 


  It lay in her arms, skull and neck clearly broken, a bundle of black fur she carried like a precious sin. 


  The two young women stopped and stared at each other. The village-girl was perhaps sixteen. She froze as Cara stopped staring at the road she’d been only a few feet from. They studied each other. The 


  [Actress]’ eyes bulged. Then she caught herself. She smiled weakly as the girl stared at the dead rabbit in her arms. 


  “…Hello. You wouldn’t happen to know where we are, would you? I’m quite lost.” 


  The girl wavered. Her eyes flicked to the rabbit, then Cara’s face. She started, and curtsied. Quite well, too; Cara had been forced to learn for the stage, but it was second-nature to this girl. 


  “H-hello, Miss. I am most sorry if I’ve disturbed you. W-we’re just outside of Landsmecht.” 


  “Where?” 


  The young woman licked her lips. 


  “A village in Afiele, Miss. Lady…?” 


  Cara realized the girl was staring at her bright clothing. Even with jeans—the clothing must have made her look richer than the girl’s plain cotton. 


  “Oh, no. I’m no lady. I mean…[Lady]. My name is Cara. Cara O’Sullivan. Afiele? You mean, Noelictus. 


  The—Kingdom of Shade, right?” 


  The girl gave Cara another look, this time more searching, as if wondering if Cara was a bit touched. She nodded slowly. 


  “Yes, Miss. Are you alright? Have you lost your horse? We can find it. These lands are under the aegis of Lord Lantal of Afiele. I—I apologize. My name is Violetta Geishart. W-were you attacked by a monster? 


  Or undead…?” 


  She eyed Cara’s disheveled state again. And now the [Actress] had to make a decision. 


  What to do? Tell the truth? Obfuscate in some manner? Cara doubted that saying she’d just appeared in a tomb from another world and been in the company of a long-dead [Knight] who’d breached a magical barrier…was the best way of introducing herself. So she smiled and lied with what the girl had given her. 


  “Actually, I have lost my horse. No, er, monster attacks. Or undead. I just lost control. It sent me on a wild ride before I ended up in the forest just over there. I must have fallen off because I woke up not knowing where I was. I thought I might be lost so I was…” 


  She gestured to the rabbit in her arms. 


  “…foraging. You know?” 


  “Yes. Miss Cara—you killed that rabbit?” 


  “That’s right. Lucky shot. Well, I’m good at throwing stones.” 


  Or I am now. It was amazing what one Skill could do. Imagine if she went back home with this? She could get any part-time job she wanted. Fix a pipe, know how to drive a truck…did it have limits? 


  Wait, should she lie about who she was? Did that work? If she lied that she was a, uh…[Lady], could she have passed for one? Despite not knowing the customs or history of this place? 


  The thought was sour to Cara. She’d rather be someone else. A travelling minstrel. Did those exist? 


  Surely…she focused back on Violetta. 


  The young woman was nodding, but nervously. Violetta licked her lips as she gazed at Cara. 


  “You must have just crossed the border, Miss Cara? Are you a [Trader]?” 


  “No…just a wanderer. Well, an [Actor], really.” 


  The truth. Was it a good idea to reveal that? Well, it was what Cara knew. They had plays, right? Even if it was just tumbling about or juggling—she could juggle. Just be careful. Not everyone was friendly. 


  Violetta frowned for a moment, but she nodded. And then she looked apprehensive again. But not because of Cara. Or not just her. 


  “Miss. Have you…not been to Noelictus before?” 


  “A few days. Why?” 


  The young woman was staring at Cara like she was carrying the black death. No—not at her. Violetta pointed. 


  “That rabbit you killed. Was it ten minutes ago?” 


  “Less. Why?” 


  The village-girl hesitated. Then it spilled out of her. 


  “Did no one tell you at the border? You can’t just kill animals here.” 


  “Why? Are there poaching laws…?” 


  Cara felt a sinking in her stomach. That was the last thing she needed. Some [Lord]—but Violetta’s eyes were wide and frightened. She backed up, shaking her head. 


  “No! The rabbit. You have to take its head off, Miss Cara. Or it will come back. It’s—” 


  Her eyes went round. And the young woman from Ireland felt something stir in her arms. She looked down and saw a crooked head rise. Two eyes swiveled in their sockets. The rabbit stirred. 


  It was dead. But it moved. And as Cara dropped it with a shout of horror, it opened its mouth impossibly wide, drooling blood and tried to bite her. 


  “God!” 


  The [Singer] ran back. Violetta swung her tongs as the rabbit began to pad forwards. No—a Zombie-rabbit. It stared at them with its crooked head. 


  “Undead? But I thought—” 


  Cara backed up in horror. To be fair, the threat of a zombified rabbit was…low, especially since zombies didn’t have an infectious bite besides the normal hazards of being bit by things. But she had no weapons. And it was so unsettling. 


  Violetta swung her head to eye Cara. The [Singer] was backing up, looking for a stone. Terrified. The village-girl hesitated. She raised the tongs, pushed the rabbit back as it tried to pad at them. Then she reached for something. 


  Cara O’Sullivan saw the long, all-purpose belt-knife come out. She saw Violetta, who was shorter, pale from lack of sunlight, and clearly unprepared for this in her day, drop the tongs in her other hands. She strode forwards, grabbed the rabbit from behind as it twisted to gnaw at her—and planted the blade in its neck. 


  The young Irish woman made a sound. Violetta put her foot on the rabbit as she sawed. Her blade cut through bone, tissue, fat—and the rabbit’s head detached with a soft ripping sound. She tossed the head to one side. Cara saw it bounce and roll. The dead rabbit’s body lay there. Devoid of life. 


  Violetta wiped the knife on a handkerchief. Then she sheathed it. She glanced up at Cara, saw the young woman’s white face, and kindly explained in a matter-of-fact voice. 


  “This is Noelictus, Miss. Someone should have told you. You have to take the heads off animals or they come back. Same as people. Don’t worry. You can still eat the rest.” 


  She offered the bloody body to Cara. The young woman, who had thought of herself as somewhat rough-and-tumble despite not having lived on a farm, met Violetta’s eyes. She forced a smile. Then her 


  eyes rolled back in her head and she fainted backwards onto the ground, taking care to protect her head. 


  Violetta stared at the unconscious Cara. She looked around wildly, and then tossed the rabbit’s body in her basket and ran off, shouting for her father. The dead rabbit’s head stared into oblivion. 


  After a few seconds, Cara cracked open one eye. She stared at the rabbit. It stared back. 


  “Sorry about that.” 


  To her relief, the head didn’t reply. Cara lay her head back down and waited for the girl to bring her father. 


  Fainting. It worked every time. 


  


  —— 


  


  Afiele was a small region in Noelictus. The Kingdom of Shade, and unofficially—the Kingdom of the Undead. 


  Well, there were multiple kingdoms with an undead problem, or who had used the power of the unliving, sometimes to great benefit like Khelt in Chandrar. But Terandria, the northern Human continent, was notoriously not at home with the undead. They had suffered the Necromancer, Az’kerash’s century-long crusade against the living. 


  But Noelictus had always been…like this. Death magic ran through the earth and sky. Where a corpse might reanimate in days, or even weeks left unburied—in Noelictus, it took minutes. An hour at most. 


  Few people knew why that was. To most, it was just a curse, a function of geography—after all, the undead rose from bodies not attended to the world over. 


  But few knew that Noelictus had…encouraged the phenomenon, if only as a side effect. They had interred their dead under the grounds of their lands for countless generations. As a result, the magic collected by the dead permeated the land. It meant bountiful harvests. 


  And dark skies. By the time Lord Lantal of Afiele returned home, it was already dusk. A phenomenon that dismayed the [Princess], Seraphel of Calanfer. 


  “Does it always grow dark so quickly?” 


  They were riding through the gates of the only town in Afiele, and home of the noble family who owned the region. Seraphel saw reasonably high wood walls; nothing fancy, but very sensible against monster attacks. Not all of Calanfer’s towns had them, in fact. Only ones near the border or wilder areas. 


  Everywhere in Noelictus has walls, of course. Seraphel saw the guards at the gate calling out greetings to Lord Lantal and the group of Afiele’s people—and staring at the golden, battered Thronebearers and the carriage. The [Princess] saw the [Lord] calling back to them, smiling, at his ease. 


  His wife replied as the gates closed behind them. 


  “This is the fall, Your Highness. We have three hours. In the winter—two.” 


  Lady Risel rode next to Seraphel’s repaired carriage with the small guard, nearly half of the retainers of Afiele’s [Lord] and [Lady]. 


  “Six hours of daylight at most? In Calanfer, it can be nineteen hours on the solstice…” 


  The [Princess] couldn’t contain her dismay. Lantal heard that as he came riding back to join them. The 


  [Lord] ducked his head. 


  “It is a function of our nation, Your Highness. Death magic runs strongly here. Hence our insistence. I apologize again—” 


  He was bowing to Ser Dalius. The [Knight] bowed stiffly, and Seraphel waved a hand, although her face was pale. 


  “One does what one must, Lord Lantal. I quite understand the—the necessity. We are on Noelictus’ 


  lands, and so long as the dead are transported to Calanfer…” 


  “We shall arrange it, of course, milady.” 


  They had beheaded the dead [Knights]. The Thronebearers had been given all honors, but they could not be allowed to rise and create stronger undead. Indeed, the last hour had seen Lord Lantal and his escort performing the grisly task to all the undead, lest they rise again. Or create some stronger undead, like a Crypt Lord. 


  It was not the thing he wanted a [Princess] to have to witness, however. Lord Lantal quelled the churning in his stomach with another smile. 


  “Your Highness—” 


  “Seraphel will do, Lord Lantal. Let us not stand on formalities between equals. I am in your debt.” 


  The [Princess] smiled in a very charming way. Lantal wondered if she was using a Skill on him. 


  Regardless, he nodded, relieved. 


  “You honor me, Your Highness. We’re almost at the keep, and we shall offer you every accommodation we have. I can only beg your pardon that this attack happened on Afiele’s lands. We shall send a 


  [Message] to Calanfer’s capital at once.” 


  Seraphel’s head turned. Ah, the keep. 


  It was a keep on a hill, surrounded by a second wall. 


  …Not a castle. She felt very firm about that. A castle surrounded the keep, generally with stone walls, impressive fortifications, plenty of space, etc…this was just the keep, and it was, er, antiquated. Yes, that was the most charitable way of saying it. 


  “We have someone in the Mage’s Guild capable of sending [Message] spells. I have sent one of my people to bring them to the keep.” 


  “Thank you so much, Lady Risel.” 


  Seraphel smiled. She half-heard an incredulous murmur from one of the traumatized [Handmaidens] in the carriage. 


  “Only one…?” 


  The [Princess]’ smile didn’t waver and Lady Risel affected not to hear. 


  Lord Lantal blushed. He knew Calanfer was rich. Well, not rich as some nations, but he was a [Lord] of a small farming province in Noelictus. Seraphel was a [Princess], countless ranks above him. 


  Indeed, the Thronebearers, led by the wounded Ser Dalimont, were giving the keep dubious looks, and only their courtly training was keeping them from voicing the obvious. Which was that this would have been an exceptionally poor province in Calanfer. For a noble family to live here… 


  Seraphel did not voice any of that. Rather, the [Princess] turned her head, gave Mariel a death-glare, and resumed her conversation without a hitch. 


  “Not to worry, Lady Risel, Lord Lantal. I shall make similar explanations. My father will no doubt be worried for me. And please pardon my company’s indiscretions. We have been terribly rude to our saviors.” 


  Lantal and Risel exchanged a quick glance. They both bowed as Calanfer’s escorts all subtly checked themselves. Seraphel went on, dispelling the awkwardness with a charming smile for the escort and the noble couple. 


  “In truth, I was rather struck by your ability with a blade, Lord Lantal. And please allow me to call you Lantal, and you must do likewise for me! Are all of Noelictus’ nobles so adept? I should know if so; I am to marry the [Earl] of Ovela.” 


  Fallien of Ovela. Which would make her Afiele’s ruler, if jointly with her husband and his twin sister. That would be…complicated. But it was already so, with the twins of Ovela ruling and fighting one another. 


  The other local provinces were part of the Ovela region. They didn’t often need management, but Lord Lantal was pleased by the compliment nonetheless. 


  “The…nobility are somewhat adept at combat, your H—Lady Seraphel. We must be, to guard the lands.” 


  “Ah, I see. I see. Lady Risel, are you a—” 


  Seraphel turned to Risel but was cut off by a wail from a horse. A boy was kicking his sister as she tried to ride the pony. 


  “Father! Culin is kicking me!” 


  Sasi, a young girl, shrieked at her parents, mortifying them as her younger brother, even less able to keep his calm, began to throw a tantrum. 


  “I want to go home! It’s dark! I’m bored!” 


  Culin wailed and his mother rode over. She pinched both her offspring’s ears as she transferred Culin to her horse. The little boy clung to her sulkily, staring at Seraphel. 


  Lord Lantal was red again. 


  “I am so sorry, your—” 


  “Lord Lantal, I do have younger sisters. It’s quite alright. Culin and Sasi—you have two lovely children. I can understand their restlessness. We have delayed you quite long.” 


  She’d heard their names once from afar and already remembered them? Lantal blinked. But that was a 


  [Princess] for you. Indeed, Culin stopped crying and stared at Seraphel, caught off-guard by the royal visage speaking from her carriage’s window. 


  “Perhaps my [Handmaidens] should keep them company while the fallen are seen to and we disembark? 


  They know any number of games.” 


  “Oh, Your Highness, we c—” 


  The two parents exchanged a quick look. They silently and with the telepathy of parents, which owed nothing to Skills, calculated how many more embarrassing outbursts they’d get from their children whilst trying to accommodate all of Calanfer’s people. 


  As the party disembarked at the keep, Lord Lantal saw the small staff of the keep all turning out to stare at the new arrivals. Seraphel and her Thronebearers rode with Afiele’s retainers around them and the sounds of giggling children and the two [Handmaidens]’ voices came from the carriage. 


  “Announcing her Royal Highness, Princess Seraphel du Marquin of Calanfer!” 


  One of the Thronebearers announced to the startled people in a ringing voice. He would have gone on, but Seraphel stopped him and inclined her head. 


  “Good evening to you all. Dalimont, enough. Let Lord Lantal do what must be done without formalities.” 


  She smiled and nodded at Lantal and Risel in a familiar way. That was quite pleasant, even if it was just Seraphel being gracious. But Lord Lantal was still…distressed as he dismounted and strode for a quick conference with Risel and the keep’s senior staff. 


  Because Afiele was not well. [Necromancers] attacking travellers, much less a royal escort on his lands? 


  Disastrous! He had dispatched the undead, and earned Seraphel’s gratitude. But this embarrassment might bring the Twins of Ovela’s wrath down on his head. Or the capital’s! 


  Gratitude was fleeting. The undead always rose. And his childrens’ mirth was short-lived. Lantal was a 


  [Lord of the Fields]. A man whose class was not suited towards war. His land produced food, not arms, and was correspondingly poor. The people disheartened by the lack of light. 


  Lord Lantal was also a [Deathkeeper]. Level 21. The second part of his class; to watch over Noelictus’ 


  honored dead, which gave magic to the ground and air that the land might grow with life. Now he had to host a [Princess] until escort came and hunt down a [Necromancer]. 


  And wonder—why someone had tried to kill him and his family at all. Why them? Afiele had nothing of note. Just fields and…fields. But his children were giggling for the first time in days. So that was something. 


  The [Lord] hurried to prepare the guest rooms, see to the wounded and Calanfer’s dead, and figure out ways to keep Seraphel’s mood up with his wife. 


  It was hard in Afiele. 


  


  —— 


  


  That bastard had cut him. 


  He only realized it later. When he looked down and saw red on his robes. Then he felt the pain. 


  It was like a searing line across his side. Feren fumbled for a potion, drank it hurriedly. Then—and only then—he realized it must have been infected. 


  The wound festered in a moment. He collapsed, biting off a scream by covering his mouth with his arm. 


  The [Necromancer] lay there, amid the dark grey trees, in the shadows, and heard the pursuers. 


  They were still after him, the [Knights] crashing through the brush with the stealthier armsmen. He had fled fast with his spells—but he could not race across the world, just run faster. 


  [Flash Step]. His spell. He took a step—blinked forwards half a dozen paces. Did it again—and his head went light with the pain in his side. 


  Infected. I just—idiot! Fool! The man put a hand against the tree, his limbs shaking wildly. 


  They’re behind me. They might have dogs. They can smell blood—stay invisible. Tracks? 


  He looked back. It was hard to track someone using his spell, because the tracks, already hard to find without a Skill, vanished every few feet. 


  “Don’t go too far! How many [Necromancers] are left?” 


  “Just the one, I think! Be wary of ambush! Lord Lantal couldn’t slay him…Ser Knights, hold back!” 


  His pursuers were arguing. Feren tried not to pant, his back against a tree. He chanced a look down, pulling his sliced robes open to see, and blanched. 


  A pus-filled wound at his side. It was only partially closed; instead of healing, the potion had let the growing infection accelerate. He bit his tongue—put a hand to his side. 


  It must be washed and cleaned. I’ll be dead if I drink another potion. My only chance is to remove the infection and try another potion. Or I’ll be sick, dying in a forest with no [Healer] and no hope— 


  But first he had to survive his pursuit. So he waited, listening. They were gathering. 


  “Lord Lantal is summoning us back, Ser and Dame Knights.” 


  “The [Necromancer] is on the run! Would you have us just abandon the chase?” 


  An angry voice from one of the [Knights]. Idiots. Feren aimed his wand around the tree. He was 


  [Invisible], and he couldn’t run far. But if they came— 


  They died. 


  He would die, but better to take one of them with him. The guards were more intelligent. 


  “It’s a dangerous thing, to hunt a master of death in these forests, Ser Knights. They can get the drop on us, especially invisible. We need a larger, coordinated hunting party.” 


  “Ser Dalimont—it’s true. Most are too wounded to give chase.” 


  “Damn. Then…at least one hour’s chase. I will lead it.” 


  Feren groaned. But the guards agreed, and a party set out after Feren. He braced himself, teeth clenched. 


  Gewilena, I’ll see you and the others— 


  The [Necromancer], invisible, aimed his wand at a golden figure in armor riding through the trees. He waited. The man rode right past him. The wary figures with bows and spears passed by. The 


  [Necromancer] sagged against the pale white bark after they had gone. 


  He was alive. He sat there, panting, clutching at his burning side. For how long? He didn’t know. 


  My apprentices are dead. The idiots. Worthless, corpse-grabbing idiots. Nothing like the others. 


  Necrophiliacs. Murderous exiles and… 


  He groaned and gritted his teeth, suppressing the sound. Even so, they had been the reason they’d had a shot at this. Without them he’d have a tiny horde; all the undead were gone and probably being burned. 


  Damn that [Princess]. Damn the so-called intelligence. Damn… 


  He must have passed out, because the next thing Feren heard was the hunting party coming back. He sat there, holding his breath, as they trooped past him once more. Incredibly, they still didn’t sense him. 


  “We will have [Trackers], Ser Dalimont. Experts—Afiele has a few, and we will send for others from villages.” 


  “Just so. It must be done, you understand? The honor of Calanfer and Noelictus…” 


  Calanfer and Noelictus. Two famous kingdoms. Feren spat as they faded into the distance once more. 


  Kingdoms with [Kings] and [Queens]. He had been to neither. Nor did he bear them resentment directly. 


  He hated every nation on this continent. Murderers. Murderers who would burn anyone with the wrong class, who loved wrong, who did ‘wrong’. For a while, Feren lay there. 


  His forehead was burning when he went to check on it. The infection was progressing fast. Yet he stood up. He stumbled away from the hunting party. They would track him, soon. He walked, without magic. 


  I hate them all. For Gewilena, his companion and muse. For the dead [Necromancers]. In honor of Az’kerash, the greatest of them all, who had been betrayed a hundred years hence— 


  For vengeance he carried himself onwards. Until he found a stream and collapsed by it. Feren put his face in the water, not caring if it had any scum in it, and lapped at the water. He rolled over onto his back. 


  Stared at the sky. 


  I will need to burn the wound clean. He realized with a sickly apprehension. He was no [Mage]. Just a 


  [Necromancer]. But he knew enough from living in the wild. 


  They’d done this before. Back with Pisces, Gewilena, all the others in the cabal. Infection. Rotting sickness after being scratched by one of the Ghouls when it went wild. She’d told him they could cauterize the wounds of the four who were dying of it. 


  Three died. One lived. Feren was sweating. He raised his hand, whispered. 


  “[Searing Flame].” 


  A ball of hot fire appeared, the kind you could throw in an enemy’s face or use to start a fire. He stared at it, sick, and condensed it so it ran across his hand. 


  If only Pisces were here. He’d have been able to run—and fight. Better he hadn’t, even if he could have taken on that [Lord] with his fancy rapier. 


  Pisces had no stomach for it. None. He’d run to Wistram, as if you could forget what they did. 


  “Gewilena. This is—” 


  Feren gritted his teeth, then grabbed his side. He felt the heat at first—smelled burning as it seared his infected skin— 


  And then pain. 


  Then he began screaming. But he held it there. One—two—three— 


  He didn’t get to five. He let go. Looked down at his charred skin. It smelled like burnt flesh. He had burned his skin away, an entire section of it. 


  Gagging on the pain, lightheaded, Feren reached down. 


  Healing potion. They healed anything. These were high-quality ones, too. Nothing like the cheap stuff he’d stolen or bought from shady [Traders]. But even they couldn’t stop infection perfectly. If there was still enough in him— 


  It will accelerate my healing. If my body can’t fight it off, I will be dead or wishing I was in moments. If I can heal—I heal. 


  He would have hesitated, but the agony from his burnt flesh made him pop the cork and down the vial. 


  Feren gagged on the taste as the orange liquid went down. Then he began convulsing. 


  Infection and skin regrew. His veins burned. He screamed—and then the sickness began to recede. 


  Feren felt his skin knitting. He felt his temperature spike, drop— 


  He lay on his back. Breathing. The back of his head rested in the stream as the world swam around him. 


  Pale trees of ash and dark leaves hung overhead. The [Necromancer] lay there—then he curled up with a sob caught in his chest. 


  It hurt. He was alive! It hurt. 


  I will kill them. First them. First them—then the bounty. Sixty thousand gold pieces would buy him artifacts. Spellbooks. He’d flee to Izril, or Chandrar, or even Baleros. Study. Then he’d come back and raze a kingdom. 


  Just like Az’kerash. Just like his mentor, long dead. Feren pushed himself up. 


  Gewilena would be avenged, if it had to take half a century or more. And for that, a [Lord] and his family had to die. The [Princess] didn’t matter. 


  First, though. First…he decided he’d sleep here. He could barely move after healing. So Feren just lay there, next to the stream. He had food in his bag of holding. Water. He chewed numbly on some plain rations baked into a bar. The kind of thing adventurers ate. 


  Nothing tasted right, anyways. Nothing felt the same. It had been nearly a decade, now. A decade of making cabals that died as soon as the [Knights] came. Hunting down [Merchants]. Killing idiots for gold. 


  Levelling up. Until someone asked him to commit his greatest atrocity yet. It had almost worked. 


  “Damn that [Princess]. Damn that—” 


  Feren panted. His mind buzzed. For a second he thought he was still sick—then he growled. He felt the push at his head and raised a finger. 


  “[Message]. I’m alive. You sent me to kill the wrong person, you idiots. You never told me a [Princess] 


  was on the road to Noelictus!” 


  He nearly screamed at the sky. But the magic linking him with the other party carried his words across. 


  Feren nearly shouted. 


  “Check? No one uses that road! We saw a carriage and—” 


  He nearly shouted again. Then listened. Feren was sweating. 


  “Over? Nothing’s over. I am still alive. The others are dead. You have the payment? Then wait. I will complete my task. I am merely set back a month. Two, at most. The [Lord] and [Lady] of Afiele die.” 


  An uncertain reply. Which flunky was he speaking to? The [Necromancer] sneered. 


  “I have more levels than the rest of my minions did all together. I will accomplish it. What does it matter to you? You waste no gold. But if—when I succeed—be prepared to pay me. First Afiele, then anyone else on your little list.” 


  He grunted, listening. Then put his head back. And how was he going to do that without an undead army? They’d be on their guards. 


  At least it kept them from sending [Assassins] after him. He’d see if it were possible. If not? He vanished. 


  Feren sighed. Running, with an angry employer and the wrath of two nations. 


  It didn’t matter. They were already after him. For the sin of necromancy. For harming no one. Well, now I am exactly what you called her. So die. 


  Their nation was on his list, regardless if Noelictus and Calanfer suffered. All of them. All of Terandria, ruled by fools and monsters wearing crowns. All of— 


  Feren hesitated. The speaker was assuring him they’d pay him on completion of his contract. It was, after all, a ‘regrettable mistake’ they had made, not realizing the [Princess] would be bound along that exact same road. Regrettable. They cared nothing for him. He was a repulsive weapon to be wielded against their enemies. 


  And yet—he spoke. Deliriously, as he began to fall asleep. There was one thing. Had not the [Princess] 


  been there, it would have worked. He’d seen the escort. It would have worked. So…then. Feren rasped. 


  “…You didn’t tell me there would be children.” 


  Then he put his head back and slept. 


  


  —— 


  


  If Cara had to describe Afiele, she would have said it reminded her of one of the Slavic countries of Europe. Perhaps Poland. 


  The skies darkened quickly. Light was fleeting. And worse—Noelictus had less light than most nations of Earth. 


  But there were comparable symptoms. A certain dispiritedness caused by lack of light. Sluggish bodies; a disrupted Circadian cycle. It was amplified by the fact that everything in Noelictus had adapted to the lack of light by leeching colors. The grass, the fields, even the trees and sky, both day and night! 


  After her first night in Landsmecht, Cara was certain that the black-and-white landscape had an effect on the psyche. For one thing…it seemed to make people less inquisitive. 


  Violetta Geishart had introduced Cara to her father, Idelt Geishart. The man was a [Blacksmith], broad-shouldered but not as stocky as Cara might envision a medieval man. He had been cutting wood for charcoal while his daughter gathered kindling when Cara had happened upon them. 


  Upon finding her unconscious, he had waited for her to wake up while Violetta had explained what had happened as she saw it. 


  “—says she’s a traveller, father. An [Actor]. What is that?” 


  “Someone who acts, I think. Like a [Bard] or [Performer]. Let’s let her wake up, then. Any word on her horse?” 


  “No, father. She said it ran off. She must have been wandering around for a while. See? She has bandages on her arms—maybe something attacked her.” 


  “But she didn’t know about the undead? Could be a monster, then. Shame about the beast. We can’t look for it now. It’ll be black as pitch in another hour. Can’t get caught out. Rethis says he thought he saw a bear.” 


  “How big?” 


  “Big.” 


  The thought of a bear had provided the ‘unconscious’ Cara sufficient reason to have her eyes flutter open. The two villagers had bent over her, and soon she’d been following them back to their home. 


  “My name is Idelt Geishart. My daughter says you’re a traveller. New to Noelictus. If you’ve lost your horse and belongings, Lord Lantal will see to you. Until then, you may rest here.” 


  The [Blacksmith] gave Cara a short speech while they were inside his home. He had a smithy attached to his house, a crude one capable of moving iron and not much else. Cara had her speech ready from the silent walk and being unconscious. 


  “I can’t thank you enough, Mister Geishart. I thought I’d be lost forever. I’ve lost my money and possessions, and I hope I can find my horse, but I’m willing to help or do anything rather than be a burden—” 


  The man actually backed up as Cara tried to clasp his hand and gave him her most genuine smile. He shook his head as Violetta clattered about in the kitchen. 


  “No need, Miss…Sullivan? Lord Lantal will see right by you. I’m just doing my duty. I could never turn someone away without a place to stay the night.” 


  How…disarmingly charitable. Cara blinked and eyed the man. Now she wasn’t on the road staring at his back, or peeking at him while lying in a faint, she saw he was, well, very [Blacksmith]-like. 


  That was to say, he had large arms, and an odor of charcoal about him. He sat squarely in what looked to be a hand-carved chair, a bit of soot on the side of his square jaw. He wore dark clothing, unlike his daughter who mixed white into her dress. He couldn’t have been more than…forty? 


  By contrast, Violetta still looked like some odd cross between a medieval-dressed village girl, which is exactly what she was, and a Victorian-era maid with the white-black dress motif. Her skin was pale from lack of sunlight like her father’s—if there was color in either father or daughter, it was the slightest bit of violet in their hair color, which Cara would have assumed was a dye. But she doubted either of them went to the trouble; it was most noticeable at the ends of their hair, or in faint streaks of color. 


  Natural violet in hair? Fascinating. Oh, and their eyes. Idelt’s were a pale yellow, and Violetta’s a yellow-green, the colors mixing in her irises. 


  The flat colors even in their home, which were the browns of wood furniture, stone fireplace, pale white porcelain, and so on, made such details stand out all the more. Cara saw Idelt turn his head and cough into one arm, and realized she was staring. She caught herself and tried to remember what he’d said. 


  Something about… 


  “Lord Lantal?” 


  The man nodded, eying Cara’s unique clothing, because her garb was the most colorful thing in this house bar none. 


  He wore the same level of clothing as his daughter—noticeable stitches, decent cotton, but nothing nearly as colorful as Cara’s clothing. His leather apron was pure, beautiful black, which was interesting; she would have assumed that it would cost something to dye clothing, but apparently it was cheap. 


  “Lord Lantal and Lady Risel rule Afiele. They deal with problems. Always have, always will.” 


  That apparently included Cara. And that was that. Somewhat miffed, the [Actress] sat back in her chair. 


  But she knew better than to overplay her hand. 


  “Miss Cara. Here’s food. You must be famished if you were wandering around for days. You must have been going in circles in the woods. They’re not that deep.” 


  “Well, I’ve always had a poor sense of direction.” 


  Cara chuckled. Violetta almost smiled; Cara saw the lips twitch. Idelt’s did not. He just drummed his fingers on the table, a wave from pinkie to forefinger, once, twice. Then he took the wooden bowls. 


  “Here. You caught it, and Violetta’s made it into stew.” 


  “Wh—” 


  The young woman realized what the meaty soup was and nearly recoiled. But the meat seemed cooked, and the broth was, if not completely fragrant, at least aromatic. The father seated himself, taking a place opposite his daughter. And they looked at her. 


  She had to do something. For a wild second, Cara was worried they’d pray or give some blessing, but then she remembered—according to Ser Dalius, the gods were dead. So Cara gingerly took a spoonful of broth and meat and sipped at it. 


  “Mm. Oh! It’s delicious!” 


  Violetta blinked with delight and smiled. Cara bit into the hot meat. True, it wasn’t seasoned well or much—it tasted like salt, pepper, and nature’s herbs were in it, nothing else. But hot, cooked food after so many days of mice chunks and roots made Cara ravenous. She scarfed down the bowl and nearly had a second before she caught herself. 


  “Help yourself. We’ve enough to go around. Violetta, where’s the bread knife?” 


  Idelt reassured Cara as he reached for a serrated blade. His daughter brought something over from the fire. Cara saw Idelt pulling out a large loaf of— 


  Bread? It went plonk onto the table. It was a thick flatbread, unleavened but big. She wasn’t about to complain about that. No, it was the color of the stuff that made her blink. 


  The crust and interior of the bread was completely black. Not midnight-black, a warm black, for the color of darkness had many shades. Nevertheless—it caught Cara off-guard. 


  “Have you never seen Noelictus’ bread, miss?” 


  She realized the father and daughter were giving her another odd stare. Once again, Cara lied. 


  “Actually—no. I’d heard about it, but that was why I came this way. I’m from abroad, you know.” 


  “What continent?” 


  Cara remembered an off-hand comment of Ser Dalius’. 


  “Izril.” 


  “Oh. That is far. I’ve never left Afiele. What c—” 


  “Violetta. Don’t be rude.” 


  Her father interrupted her, and the girl fell silent. His warning also apparently meant, ‘don’t be noisy’ 


  because the table became all but silent as he cut the bread and offered Cara a loaf. 


  “Here, Miss Cara. It’s perfectly good. Made of Ashwheat, rather than the golden stuff. Violetta, the butter.” 


  Ashwheat? Cara sniffed and the bread smelled heavenly. She saw Violetta proffer a small butter tray, and at least that was surely familar— 


  Cara blinked at the gray lump of soft butter. Okay, she was beginning to get weirded out. 


  Violetta hid a smile at Cara’s stare. She actually began to giggle, but Idelt nudged her, and she fell silent. 


  His fingers drummed twice on the table as Cara gingerly spread some on the bread. She looked at him. 


  “Sorry, it’s just that I’ve never seen, um, grey butter. Is your milk…?” 


  “It’s the feed. And grass. It colors everything, Miss Cara. But I’ve tasted milk from afar and it’s not too different to my mind. Sweeter, though.” 


  It was true. This butter was more…savory? Cara couldn’t describe it, but like the bread, it felt like the sweet had been toned down and something else added. Some other quality. She was reminded of the sixth flavor or something. Umami, from Japan. Like that. 


  “It’s delicious.” 


  She told Idelt. He nodded gravely, and she thought she saw a hint of a twitch in his lips. Violetta was smiling, but she covered it again. 


  “We had milk from a [Trader] one time. It was as white as wool! What does bread look like elsewhere?” 


  “Um…brown? Golden brown?” 


  Violetta shook her head as Idelt cut two more slices, and she put some butter on her bread and dipped it into her soup. Cara copied her, and all of them were eating and talking politely. She felt so formal around Idelt, for all he’d instantly welcomed her into her home after meeting her less than an hour ago. 


  “You said Ashwheat, er, Mister Idelt?” 


  She fumbled with the formal title. He nodded. 


  “Yes. From the fields.” 


  Cara hadn’t seen much on the ride in; it had already been dark. Violetta jumped in. 


  “That’s what Afiele grows. Ashwheat, Veil Tomatos, Night Cabbage, and so on. We grow Ashwheat here, mostly. Most people work the fields or raise animals or such. My father makes tools for everyone in Landsmecht.” 


  “I see. So this is Landsmecht…what do you do, Violetta?” 


  She puffed her chest out, proudly. 


  “I work in the fields. Most people do, except for the [Blacksmith], [Shepherds], the [Hunter], Mister Rethis, our [Seamstress], old Miss Uriche…” 


  Cara realized Violetta was naming every exception to the farming community. And that was the entire village. No, really. Cara had assumed Violetta was leaving out some nuance of the village—but it really was a clone of some ye olde village from the dark ages. They farmed, traded for goods, manufactured a lot, but it really was a bunch of houses plopped down around fertile land. 


  It was Violetta’s world, though, and while her father seemed to have travelled, she began eagerly telling Cara about Afiele’s real center of entertainment, the town of Adreissel. 


  “There’s a market in town. And the Mage’s Guild, although we only have one real [Mage]. Lord Lantal lives there, in the keep. The other villagers go to town when we need something or to send word about the undead, or crimes.” 


  “And Lord Lantal is your…landowner? Sorry, I’m not familiar with how it works.” 


  Violetta looked startled. Idelt just seemed to assume that made sense from someone from Izril. 


  “We pay taxes and tithes to the keep each month and it’s paid to the capital. It’s not complicated. Lord Lantal protects the lands, rules on crime, and so on.” 


  Total medieval feudalism, right there. Cara nodded slowly, electing to chew on more of that savory bread rather than make an argument against this kind of system. Violetta was more keen to ask Cara where she was from, anyways. She leaned over, pointing at the bread. 


  “About what you said, Miss Cara. So bread is brown where you come from? And the wheat—is it really yellow? Father said it was, and I thought he was joking!” 


  Cara shot a quick glance at Idelt. The man seemed as likely to tell a joke as one of the bricks on the fireplace. She shook her head. 


  “No…it’s actually golden. Green when it’s growing. And, uh—our bread is brown. White on the inside. 


  It’s rather amazing to see the—the difference in Afiele. Worth the trip.” 


  The bread really was good. Cara ended up stuffing herself with as much bread as soup. 


  Both father and daughter seemed more interested in the meat, despite it coming from a zombified rabbit. And Violetta was very interested in Cara. 


  “So the sky is blue in Izril? Truly?” 


  “That’s right. Blue as can be. Turns orange in sunset, pink or reddish as well. Dawn too. The trees have green leaves—” 


  “Really? We have flowers in those colors, though. We have green leaves. And blue, and violet. Flowers too. All colors.” 


  Cara pursed her lips, trying to figure out how to explain it best. 


  “Yes, but ours are…brighter.” 


  “Like the colors of your clothing? Is that why they’re so beautiful and…vivid?” 


  Cara looked down at her clothing. She nodded. 


  “Exactly. It’s not exactly this bright, but it’s a lot…” 


  She waved a fork at the window and realized they were all shuttered. 


  And locked on the inside with sturdy metal bars. Cara blinked. No one believed in fresh air in Landsmecht? Well, fine by her. Violetta got what she meant, though, and sighed. 


  “Does everyone wear clothing as bright as yours? Is it expensive? I heard that…” 


  Again, her father interrupted her. 


  “Violetta. Don’t bother our guest.” 


  The girl lapsed into reluctant silence. Cara hesitated. She was torn between not wanting to tell an obvious lie about a place she’d never been and wanting to indulge Violetta’s curiosity. But maybe this was being rude? Idelt was stacking dishes to be washed; they didn’t have a sink, which threw Cara until she realized plumbing didn’t exist. Still—it was a strange omission for her sensibilities. 


  Violetta went to help her father, refusing to let Cara rise, so the [Actress] just sat, entering into a food coma of sorts after proper food after so long. She watched, dozily, as Idelt washed the dishes with his daughter—they had soap—and then started a fire and took a seat by the fireplace as the room warmed. 


  He sat in a large armchair after the meal was done, absently working on something. Some curved bit of wood. Cara saw him taking exquisite care with a carving knife and the shaped wood. The fireplace’s light was the only source of illumination in the room save for two candles, but Violetta, her father, and Cara now were all used to the darkness. 


  “I…I’m sorry, Miss Cara, but can I ask one or two more questions? Please?” 


  Violetta sat close to Cara and cast a pleading glance at her father, despite the warning look. Cara smiled and interjected some joviality in her voice 


  “No, not at all. I don’t mind, truly. Ask away!” 


  Violetta glanced at her father, and the [Blacksmith] nodded. She scooted closer, and that’s when it hit Cara. 


  They were so reserved. Violetta sat well out of even the range of her feet with Cara; closer meant if she really stretched and left her chair, she’d tickle Cara with the tip of her feet. Similarly, Idelt hadn’t smiled or really shown facial expressions all throughout the meal. 


  And, despite Violetta being a number of years younger than Cara, maybe only sixteen? She wasn’t as close or pressing as kids could be when they were annoying. 


  Cara had assumed Violetta was just reserved, but she was beginning to realize that culturally, Afiele’s people were very somber. Violetta was being exceptionally chatty and too inquisitive by Idelt’s standards, but Cara was indulging her. 


  And they kept their voices quiet. Of course, Cara adjusted to the lower volume, but she realized she hadn’t heard anything…loud in a while. No guffaws, no exclamations of sound. 


  At any rate, Violetta was still curious. She looked at Cara, clearly excited—for Afiele’s people. 


  “I want to see lands outside of Afiele. Are they like that? All of them?” 


  Cara was ready to bluff, but Idelt responded for her. 


  “Yes. They are.” 


  Violetta glanced up at her father, surprised. 


  “You travelled, father?” 


  “A few times. I didn’t care for it. It’s too noisy and colorful. There was something to it…but then I had to come home to take care of Grandfather.” 


  “Oh.” 


  The young woman quieted down. Cara sat there. So strange how Idelt didn’t ask her any questions. But perhaps he was suspicious of her? There were already things she’d picked up on. 


  No mother. Dead or gone. But the illustration of three people, a man, a wife, and a daughter about eight, drawn in black and white she’d glimpsed when she walked past Idelt’s room, suggested death. 


  The house lacked electricity, but it was far from a log cabin or medieval shack. The food had been good, too. She turned to the two members of the family. 


  “Thank you again for taking me into your home, Idelt, Violetta. And serving me such good food. I owe you, truly, and I won’t trespass long.” 


  Violetta and Idelt glanced up. Surprised. Idelt’s face was much harder to read than Violetta’s, but he just shook his head. 


  “It’s our duty to Afiele. It’s no trespass. And no one of Noelictus would fail to let you in if you knocked, Miss Cara. No one.” 


  The meaning of that would not become clear until later. But for now, Cara just nodded. Violetta was pleased by the compliment too. 


  “I’m glad you liked the food, Miss Cara. I’m no [Cook]. I’ve been meaning to get the class, but I just cook dinners sometimes. My father is Level 12 in the [Cook] class.” 


  “Nothing special. Just a hobby.” 


  Idelt waved it off. Cara frowned. Level 12 in a [Cook] class? But he was a [Blacksmith]! Then—it was normal to have many classes. She was about to ask more about that when she heard a sound from the door. A scratching sound. 


  Or was it a bump? Soft—but unlike phantom noises in your head, you knew you’d heard it. 


  Cara glanced up at the noise. Did they have a dog? But Idelt had shifted to look at the thick door to his home, and Violetta had paused for a moment. The [Blacksmith] held the knife close to the curved bit of wood and carefully removed a sliver. 


  Violetta looked at Idelt, and he gave her a slow nod. For a moment, the young woman seemed…Cara felt her hairs begin to prickle on her neck. Just for a moment. 


  Nothing else sounded after that and the two relaxed. Cara tried to understand what that moment had been. But again, Cara’s intuition was too slow to figure out what it meant that night. Lulled by a full stomach and the security of a fire, she let her guard down… 


  Which would have been a disaster if Violetta and her father were evil in any way. Since they weren’t, Cara slept in Violetta’s bed while the girl took the living room, despite Cara’s sleepy protestations. The next day she awoke and got to know Landsmecht as it really was. The good, the boring, the unexpected— 


  And the undead. 




  1.07 P 


  “This is Cara O’Sullivan. She’s from Izril. A traveller. She got lost in the forest—Lord Lantal will help her. If you see a horse, bring it here. She’s an [Actress].” 


  That was how Idelt introduced Cara to the village the next day. They showed up in black and white clothing like they were at a wake. Actually…that was the perfect way to describe it. 


  They asked questions. The villagers stared at Cara, but their murmurs were quiet. They were interested, but too reserved to show it. 


  And the law of hospitality was strong here because the first question one of the others asked was if Idelt needed food to feed Cara. No one even gave a thought to turning out a passing traveller. 


  Landsmecht was weird that way. Cara had known very friendly places in Ireland—but perhaps it was a function of the times that the days of welcoming a needy traveller into your home didn’t come to mind so easily. 


  In this village, it did, even if there wasn’t much to share. Violetta helped wash Cara’s clothing, since the young woman stuck with them because nothing Violetta had fit. She was offered some of the black-or-white clothing by other villagers, but it had to be taken in by a [Seamstress] to fit her. 


  Well, her clothes were comfy enough, especially after a cold-water wash. And there was soap, even toothpaste! When Cara awoke in the morning, she’d been afraid to inquire, but Violetta had provided it for Cara without even being asked. 


  “The [Alchemist] makes it. It’s one of the things we have to go to town for.” 


  It was an odorless, pungent paste in a wood jar. It burned Cara’s gums, but she was glad; she’d been feeling her gums itch in the tomb, although it had been one of the least of her concerns. 


  There was actually a tiny hand mirror that Idelt and Violetta shared; although no real sink. They had an outhouse. Outside the house. And it was used for only one thing, so Cara and Violetta had used water from a bucket to clean and freshen up. 


  What had made Cara want to hug Violetta was when, blushing, the young woman whispered if Cara needed something else. 


  By which she meant tampons. Which were pads, and which Cara had been sweating about the entire time she was with Dalius in the tomb. Because that would have been a fun conversation to have with the ghost. 


  The toothpaste impressed Cara, though. She held it up, grinning as she gestured to it. 


  “Ah. Does the [Alchemist] make other things your father buys? It’d be nice to have a healing potion, right?” 


  Cara grinned, jokingly. Violetta gave Cara a strange look and pointed to the mantle. 


  “We have some. Six. Did you lose all of yours? I saw you bandaged your cuts. You’re welcome to ours.” 


  That was when the [Singer] realized Ser Dalius’ information was at least partially out of date. Violetta assured her that healing potions were not only cheap, but affordable. 


  “We can buy the ones that heal a big cut. Father keeps more than most because he works with metal and tools, but every house has at least two or three. Are they that expensive in Izril?” 


  Cara improvised instantly, shaking her head and pretending to gesture to her side. 


  “Uh…no. But you know how it is. Travelling. Money’s tight. It was a bad idea not to carry one around, really, but I was trying to save a few meals…” 


  Violetta nodded understandingly. 


  “They aren’t that cheap. Father says in way back, potions were things only heroes and adventurers could even afford one of.” 


  “Right. You know, I’ve heard that too. Er, if it’s okay, I’ll take two of those pads. Just in case. It’s not time yet, but it beats asking, right?” 


  Blushing, Violetta nodded. That was what made Cara sure she and Violetta were both Human; it was too common an experience to be anything else. But even here, curiosity reigned with Violetta. The young woman leaned in to whisper. 


  “I know there are Drakes and Gnolls and other species abroad. And…half-Humans. Like half-Elves, but with scales on their faces. I wondered…” 


  “Violetta. Stop being rude.” 


  Her father had retreated once they’d started discussing menstruation, but he returned with arms folded. His daughter fled, and the [Blacksmith] gave Cara a look that said quite clearly he had no idea what to do with her. 


  “You’re welcome to hang about the village. But don’t go into the forest. Most of the animals about are harmless. But they die. And Rethis, our [Hunter], says he saw a bear.” 


  Cara ducked her head. Idelt was getting ready for work; he’d actually woken her up moving about the cottage just after dawn. He had a full day of work, and, of course, she offered to help. 


  “I’m no [Smith], but I can at least carry things…” 


  The man eyed Cara dubiously. She was strong enough from working backstage for some jobs, but she was aware she lacked his muscle. And that became more evident when he nodded. 


  “I’m making charcoal. You can help me carry the wood.” 


  He led her out back, around the house, which also turned out to be connected to an outdoor smithy. 


  Outhouse, home, smithy…Violetta and Idelt owned a good amount of land! Not only that, but they had a huge henhouse apparently, with a large, large fenced off area—and three bars high on the fence; what, did they have horses twice as large as normal or something? The fences were taller than Cara was! 


  And a charcoal-burning hut. Idelt was making some this morning, and he had been about to cut up some dried wood. Cara was all too willing to help, but she quickly realized there was a problem. 


  The first thing Idelt lifted was a log. As in—a section of the tree he’d cut away without halving or quartering it. It had to weigh at least two hundred pounds, despite the trees being smaller than some of the vast oaks Cara had seen. 


  Idelt walked with it in his arms as Cara huffed and tried to roll another section after him. She barely got halfway from the wood shed to the charcoal-burning hut before he’d made two more trips. He took pity on her and hefted the piece of wood up effortlessly. The man eyed her, and coughed politely into the crook of his arm. 


  “…Why don’t you help Violetta with the eggs?” 


  Cara, shamefaced, ducked her head. She’d thought she was strong, but Noelictus raised them like gorillas, apparently. She slunk off to the humongous henhouse, which could hold like…a hundred chickens? And the weirdly tall fences and as of yet unoccupied space for some animal. 


  Violetta had been watching Cara as she made up the batches of feed and empty baskets. She smiled at Cara’s expression. 


  “It’s not you. It’s father. He has [Enhanced Strength]. Most [Smiths] do. And [Farmers]. Or at least, 


  [Lesser Strength].” 


  “Oh. A Skill.” 


  Cara had been wondering what could explain Idelt’s insane strength. Especially given that he wasn’t lifting training weights but just slinging huge, unwieldy pieces of wood around! Violetta nodded. 


  “That’s right. My father’s a good [Smith]. I shouldn’t tell you his exact level, but it’s over twenty. He’s not a city-smith, but he might go over Level 30, and then he’d be better than Lord Lantal’s smith in the town!” 


  Violetta was proud of that, and Cara nodded dubiously and watched as Violetta started her chores. She locked the thick wood door banded with iron that her father had helped make behind her, as she took Cara to the chicken coop. They were very particular about that, Cara noticed. 


  No one just left their doors open. Or even unlocked. They locked and closed every door behind them and double-checked that they did. No open shutters either; Violetta had opened them to allow some fresh air in this morning, closed them after five minutes, and latched them shut. 


  Similarly, the outhouse, chicken coop, and Violetta’s house all looked like miniature fortresses. 


  Everything was so sturdy here. Cara blinked at the coop. It was about twice as tall as your regular coop, with another thick door, and she had observed the insanely high fences. 


  Because of the undead. Cara felt her skin prickle as she recalled the rabbit. No wonder they made sure nothing could get into the coop. 


  Oh—and it wasn’t chickens that Violetta was collecting eggs for. She warned Cara. 


  “Be careful. The Gloomwrens are big, and they don’t like anyone who’s not me or…me. You can hold the basket; it’ll take two trips at least.” 


  “For eggs?” 


  Violetta had a sack of black wheat kernels. Cara stared at the massive basket in her hands. Violetta smiled. 


  “Yup. They lay four times a week. Here—” 


  She opened the coop and it was empty. Cara peered inside. She saw nothing but shadows in the vast, cavernous coop. There were individual ‘nests’ separated by wooden barriers, like a stables. Lots of hay, even large feathers. Large, black feathers. But where were…? 


  “Violetta—” 


  “Cara. Shh. There’s one to your left. Betta, shh. Be nice…” 


  The girl pointed, and Cara turned her head and saw the shadows shift. The Gloomwren materialized, and Cara learned a few things: 


  Firstly, magic soil meant you got strange things, like black wheat. Also—the animals changed too. 


  Secondly, some animals could use magic. Like the Gloomwrens, who were invisible in the shade until they moved. 


  Thirdly, Gloomwrens were gigantic birds who could take your fingers off and kill you if they jumped you. 


  To describe the bird, Cara would have told someone to think of an ostrich, only without the long legs and more chicken-shaped. 


  Ostriches killed people. Gloomwrens could kill people. They were massive birds, and your average mean-ass goose would take one look at a Gloomwren and flutter off. Cara stayed by the door as Violetta fearlessly scratched and talked to the giant birds before taking their grey-black eggs and letting them into the fenced area to roam about. 


  “I can’t imagine what would hurt them.” 


  Cara backed up from the tall birds. Violetta shook her head. 


  “It’s not them getting hurt. Even foxes won’t tangle with them. It’s only Mossbears or other big predators. They even kill smaller undead, like the rabbit from yesterday. It’s us. That’s why they have separate cages.” 


  The young woman blinked at Violetta. The girl pointed inside and spelled it out for Cara. 


  “In case they die.” 


  “Oh.” 


  The penny dropped. Cara looked around and saw it. 


  There was glass in this world. She’d seen lanterns. But Landsmecht houses had thick shutters with bars. 


  They had doors with iron. They went nowhere without locking the door and closing the windows. 


  Even inside—they locked the doors before they slept. Violetta had made Cara lock her out of her room. 


  Just in case she died in her sleep. Or Cara did. Or her father did. 


  This was how they lived. From animals to people, they were isolated as they slept, to prevent a horde of the undead from rising. Violetta didn’t like talking about it. 


  “Is it true it takes days for undead to rise everywhere else? And animals don’t always…come back?” 


  “You saw me with the rabbit. Honestly, it’s not something I worried about back home.” 


  Violetta’s eyes flickered as she went back inside with the haul of big eggs. 


  “I wonder what that’s like. That’s…I would want to know what that feels like.” 


  “Your village is quite beautiful, though.” 


  That was all Cara could come up with, but it helped. Violetta smiled. She took Cara out of the house. 


  “Father! I’m going to the fields.” 


  “Good. I was working on a new part, but Dereatha finished before I did. Go do your job. Take Miss Cara with you if she wants to go.” 


  Her father waved Violetta off. The girl nodded to Cara. 


  “I work in the fields. That’s my job. I have to go. You could come with me?” 


  “Sure. I could do some work. As long as you put up with an amateur.” 


  Cara didn’t know what she expected. Hand-harvesting and sowing? Or something involving cattle? She had arrived in time for a fall harvest, apparently, in two fields. 


  “Some [Farmers] have speed-growing Skills. That’s Mister Peluv’s farm over there. His wheat isn’t as good as other’s, but he grows a lot. Others have wonderful food…” 


  Predictably, the crops were shades of grey. Or black. Cara saw her first field, waving with black wheat which barely reflected the light. She stared, fascinated. It was black and grey, and produced the bread which had been so good. 


  Afiele grew food. It did not make the people rich, and Cara understood why after seeing her third bountiful field; there was too much produce. 


  “All of Noelictus harvests food. We send it across the continent. But it’s cheap. And there’s been taxes. 


  Not from Lord Lantal, but Ovela. It doesn’t hurt my father’s business, but people have less money…” 


  “Why not grow something more expensive, then?” 


  The young woman gave Cara a blank look. 


  “Like Sage’s Grass? There’s not enough light. Only a few plants grow well in Noelictus. Besides—we don’t know how to grow magical crops well. Then again, father says we might have to figure something out if prices keep falling…” 


  Violetta had her own frets, the village’s worries as she went to a cottage to pick up her tool for the work. 


  The [Farmers] were already moving into their fields, and they were hand-harvesting. 


  Some had ploughs or other ox or horse-driven devices, but Cara saw men and women with scythes to deal with the two fields. 


  Interestingly, the village worked together on the fields. Each [Farmer] had his own, but he gladly hired out the others. And it wasn’t hard to see why. 


  “Miss Nuiena has been harvesting since she was a girl. She’s also high-level. See?” 


  The old woman swung a scythe and mowed down wheat in a radius double that of what it should have been. Cara stared. 


  Skills. The world encouraged specialization, so there were experts in harvesting just like there were expert planters, ranchers, and so on. Cara let Violetta go into the cottage as she watched the old woman calmly let a younger man with a rake drag the fallen wheat up. He hurled it like an arrow into a pile where someone was already bundling it. 


  Efficiency. The Humans worked together with skill and Skill and dedication. They were still slower than a combine harvester. But faster than any other point in Earth’s history. Cara looked around the village and felt…out of place. 


  Some children stared somberly at her from around the covered well in the center of the village. You had to unlatch the covering to get at the water. To prevent something from falling in. But the village had that timeless feel. You could live and die here. And hopefully someone would put you to rest before you rose again. 


  But she didn’t belong here. Cara was flexing her arms, wondering what she could do that old Miss Nuiena couldn’t in a tenth of the time, when Violetta reappeared. She was ready for her job. Cara turned her head and stared. And she realized in that moment that she had been unkind to Landsmecht. 


  She had thought that this was all there was to the village. Work. A curse of undeath. And a culture shaped by that. Cara had been wondering if she could bring something to the village. Like…music. An Irish working song. Or something. 


  But she was wrong. The people of Afiele were behind Earth in technology. They did not come from a globalized, modernized society. They were reserved. 


  Yet that didn’t mean they weren’t uncaring. The workers in the fields turned as Violetta lugged her tool towards the center of the fields. They waved at her, stoically calling out or taking the time to eye Cara. 


  But they began to pick up the pace as she sat down. Because they were waiting for her. 


  The girl struggled with her burden, as carefully as she lifted it. More carefully than even Idelt handled his tools. Cara looked at it. And it fit together. Idelt working at a bit of curved wood. 


  Why Violetta had been excited to learn that Cara was a [Singer]. The village girl carried her tool. 


  Her…instrument. 


  She sat down in the center of the fields, on a stool that was waiting for her. Amid the gloomy skies, between the tall, dark fields, she raised the bow and set it to the strings. 


  The large cello rested in her lap. The girl sat back as the wind blew across the dusky Ashwheat, making the growing stalks dance slightly. And the [Cellist] began to play. 


  Cara O’Sullivan, the [Singer], listened as the first strains of music began to play from the fields. Violetta played alone, without accompaniment. But that didn’t matter. Her cello was old, but beautifully maintained. And amid the silent workers, even the most distant of fields could hear something. 


  The notes were long and somber. The song without the…vibrancy of a modern song. It was the kind of music you could listen to forever, that helped pass the hours away. Long notes, without accompaniment. 


  “But that sound.” 


  Cara closed her eyes. Violetta was far from perfect. But she played well for what had to be…no formal education? The [Farmers] worked to the tune of the music. And Cara felt her morning sleepiness fading away. 


  “[Harmony of Restfulness]. She learned to play from her mother. The cello’s an heirloom. We’ve had 


  [Mages] cast [Repair] on it, but we can make a few instruments. Violins. The cello came from Izril, though.” 


  Cara jumped. Idelt was standing outside. The man wasn’t swinging his hammer; it would have clashed with the music. He looked at her. 


  “It’s a beautiful instrument. And your daughter is talented.” 


  “Yes. She is.” 


  The father watched his daughter as she played. Cara shivered. Yes. The music was needed here. But it was still despondent. Perhaps it came out in her music, but Cara heard longing in every note of Violetta’s music. 


  She studied him. His face was blank…but she was learning that was only her first perception of him. 


  Look at Idelt. And she noted how his eyes never left his daughter. Cara sensed more than the unchanging expression let on. Subtle clues. She sighed as Violetta’s notes drifted around her, filling the silent land with something precious. 


  “If only it had accompaniment. A piano or…” 


  “A what?” 


  The [Blacksmith] eyed Cara. The [Singer] glanced at him. Pianos were invented…when? It was certainly too complicated for here. 


  “Do you have other instruments you play with Violetta?” 


  “We have flutes. Horns. Drums…a few violins, but they mostly go to town for sale. And we can only spare one village musician, normally. On special occasions we play together. Even sing. You’re a [Singer], aren’t you, Miss Cara? You mentioned as much.” 


  She nodded. 


  “That’s right. I could sing. I don’t know many cello-vocal songs. But perhaps…” 


  The young woman’s hand twitched towards her pocket. Something still had a charge, however waning. 


  And an impulse seized her, however misguided or dangerous. This village had let her in unstintingly. She looked at Violetta. 


  “My music’s a bit different. But I could play a song. Or—put on a performance. I’m an [Actor], after all.” 


  Idelt looked at Cara and saw her eyes gleam. After all—she might be in another world, but she had been born to stand on the stage. 


  


  —— 


  


  It was midday when Violetta paused for a drink of water. One of the boys brought it to her, in a cup. She gulped the water gratefully, despite the fact that little light, let alone a searing sun, had given her cause to sweat. 


  But still, she was playing alone since everyone needed to work the fields. Violetta looked up, holding the larger version of her namesake, as she saw Cara waving at her and approaching. 


  “Violetta. I heard you playing. You’re very good!” 


  The [Singer]’s compliment made Violetta blush slightly with pride. 


  “My mother was far better. I know you said you’re a [Singer]…is that a casual class or…?” 


  Her hopeful look was met with a broad smile. Cara bowed. 


  “If you don’t mind—I could put on a performance. I’m an [Actor]. That’s my main class. But I could…do a show. A play. And maybe some songs?” 


  “A play?” 


  The girl listened as Cara tried to explain it. Something like a [Bard]’s performance? The girl’s eyes lit up, and the [Cellist] moved out of the way. She had asked for a song. But Cara was first a…a thespian. 


  Performer second. She tentatively agreed, but she had no reference for what was coming next. 


  “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen!” 


  Across the village of Landsmecht, people turned at the sudden burst of sound, of energy. Violetta actually flinched as Cara strutted into a cleared field. Amid the stalks of wheat, the [Actress] stood there, in the silence. 


  Poised. Cara’s skin tingled and vibrated with energy. Here she stood, in a village, in a world similar to hers in places. But she felt like a girl walking into the past. In an era before performance had become part of life. Of course, the Greeks had their own theatre and stories. But there had been a dark age. And what skies were darker than Noelictus’? 


  But she came from a world with thousands of years of development. Stories had been perfected or changed or rewritten—but the craft of some things remained. 


  That was the stage. That was the play. She had no idea why she was here, still. But she had survived the darkness, the dead. And she had sung to do it. 


  But she was more than a [Singer]. Now, the young woman stood in the open field. The sunlight, brief as it was, was her spotlight. The [Actress] held herself just so. Pitched her voice like this, so all could hear her enunciate. 


  “You may not know me, for I have arrived just yesterday. My name is Cara O’Sullivan, an [Actor] from Izril! Today, I would like to repay you your hospitality with a performance from my home.” 


  The villagers glanced at each other, leaning on their tools and staring at Cara. She walked back and forth. 


  “I am but a poor performer upon your stage for an hour. But allow me a moment’s grace; and I shall tell you stories of kings and tragedy, hubris and love!” 


  She flung one arm out. Violetta looked at her, eyes wide. Cara smiled at her, but she was turning, realizing she had to emote in every direction. 


  She had no props. No stage. No script. And no cast or makeup. But—Sir Ian Mckellen had done one man Shakespeare, damn it! She saw Idelt walking over to a bunch of children who had abandoned their job of making baskets to inch closer to her. She smiled—and then her face grew sober. 


  “All the world’s a stage, 


  And all the men and women merely players; 


  They have their exits and their entrances, 


  And one man in his time plays many parts, 


  His acts being seven ages.” 


  The village of Landsmecht blinked as one. The girl stood there, speaking the words of a famous speech. 


  As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII. Cara spun on her heel, walking left now, looking around to catch people’s eyes. They were watching her, not working. She went on. 


  “At first, the infant, 


  Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms. 


  And then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel 


  And shining morning face, creeping like snail 


  Unwillingly to school.” 


  It was Shakespeare, a brilliant performance from a play. Cara saw the people tilting their heads, listening. She had watched a great actor from her world performing those very lines to thunderous applause. 


  And perhaps—if Cara had been that better [Actor] she might have judged her audience. Because she was just beginning her next lines when someone interrupted her. 


  “And then the lover, 


  Sighing like furnace, with a woeful—” 


  Violetta tugged on her arm anxiously. 


  “Cara. Miss Cara, what are you doing?” 


  “Violetta! I’m performing!” 


  The [Actress] spun, seriously put off her game. The younger girl looked anxiously up at her. 


  “But what are you saying? You’re talking like a [Poet] or something.” 


  “It’s a play! Just listen—apologies, everyone. This is a play! A retelling of a story, and this is a speech! I pray you listen, good people!” 


  The villagers watched Cara stride back to the center of the field. She began anon, reciting the entire speech of ‘All The World’s A Stage’ verbatim. Cara had memorized that speech, and she was proud of it. 


  When she was done, the village was silent. But not…speechless. 


  “I don’t understand it. Why is she reciting poetry?” 


  “It doesn’t mean much to me. One man has seven ages? That’s too many classes for me. What about being a [Mage]?” 


  The audience muttered amongst themselves. The old woman with the scythe cleared a section of the field, but in an annoyed motion. 


  “Bring Violetta back. I can’t work to this.” 


  She called out, her voice not loud so much as pitched. Cara blinked. 


  They didn’t like it. She realized—too late—that she had lost them somewhere after the first verse. The iambic pentameter, the delivery—it bounced off the working field-folk. She faltered— 


  And realized she was bombing in front of her first audience in this world. 


  It was one thing for Sir Ian McKellen to stand his hour to an audience who knew him, knew what moment they were getting into, and appreciated the vernacular of Shakespeare, even demanded it. 


  Quite another for Cara to go into an audience of people who spoke what was to her ears very modern English and put on a performance. 


  Let alone a speech with no context. Her stomach dropped. Cara was used to performances with a willing or at least interested audience back home, but she had made a few crucial mistakes, chief of which was performing her version of art. And acting schools across the world told their students to play for the audience. Not just the stage. 


  She had gone too thespian too quick. Cara held up a hand, thinking. 


  “Hold on. I have another performance to give. Excuse me—” 


  Cara raised her voice. She hesitated, scrapped the next bit she’d been planning on reading out and launched into a classic. A true classic. 


  “I met a traveller from an antique land, 


  Who said—“Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 


  Stand in the desert…near them, on the sand—” 


  Ozymandias. A pure bit of poetry and speech craft. This time, a story. And a better one. Violetta, sitting on her stool, blinked and listened. 


  The talking villagers stopped. They went back to work, listening with half an ear. It wasn’t a long tale, and it had less old language in it. However… 


  Cara was nearly at the ending when someone walked off for a drink of water. She faltered. Stumbled. 


  And lost her audience a second time. They listened to the end of the story, and did not applaud. Nor thoughtfully remark on hubris or the impermanence of legacy. 


  The worst part was that the people of Landsmecht didn’t even boo. Or shout for Violetta to take over. 


  They just got back to work. Idelt began hammering on something as he lit his forge, the workers began working—they politely ignored her. 


  “Um. Miss Cara.” 


  Violetta was too embarrassed to look straight at Cara. The [Actress]’ shoulders slumped. She’d been side-tracked! But it was a classic poem! A great one! She’d messed up with Shakespeare—one woman Shakespeare wasn’t a ‘watch as you work’ type of thing. 


  But Ozymandias? Come on! At least listen before you get your noisy sip of water! Cara glowered at the sipper. She refused to give up, though. She turned to Violetta. 


  “Violetta, I’m sorry. Give me one more chance. I’m just going to—sing.” 


  She had to rally. Cara fumbled for her pocket and seized her second backup. She hadn’t wanted to do this since the battery was so low, but— 


  Her iPhone lit up. The screen was dim, but Afiele’s skies were dark anyways. The girl tapped on the glowing screen as Violetta blinked, not able to comprehend what she was seeing. 


  “What is that? Magic? An artifact?” 


  “Something close. Hold on—” 


  Cara flicked through the songs and tapped on one. She glanced at Violetta and a few of the children who were watching her. Think of her audience. Show them something new. She spotted a song and grinned. 


  Well, this was new! Cara tapped it and—the iPhone began to play. 


  The music was faint, projected only by the speakers of the iPhone. But as Cara had observed, Landsmecht was quiet. Idelt’s hammering in the distance was practically thunder. The quiet voices, the sounds of work—faded as the villagers looked up. 


  “What is that sound?” 


  It was like…no, Violetta couldn’t know what a piano sounded like. Perhaps a harpsichord. But even so, the music that began playing was unique in tempo and style. Cara took a breath. Redemption. She closed her eyes—and sang. 


  Let it Go from Frozen. 


  It was—slightly spiteful. If the villagers of Landsmecht didn’t appreciate a classic, why not something popular? A pop song? On the other hand—you had to admit, the song had swept a world by storm. 


  Violetta’s face turned wondering. Cara pitched her voice as the villagers turned back. The children were the ones who really perked up. 


  She’d just gotten to the highest point in the melody when Cara saw one of the villagers grimace. But Violetta was listening to the strings playing and trying to copy the sound with her bow. A girl gave Cara a gap-toothed grin. 


  When Cara finished, she heard laughter. It came from the children gathered around the well. 


  The adults hated it. Violetta was asking what the song was and Cara was trying to explain the iPhone as well as the genre of pop when a villager walked over. He was a [Farmer]—and he politely asked Cara to stop singing. 


  “I can sing something more placid—” 


  The man shook his head and looked at Violetta. 


  “It’s too noisy. We need Violetta’s music. Not…that.” 


  Crestfallen, Cara saw Violetta put up her bow and begin to play. But the children had loved the music! 


  She had seen their faces light up. 


  And again, Cara had misjudged her audience. This time she’d gotten half of the village on board. But the other, older half didn’t want what Cara was singing. 


  The [Singer] stomped off. She—felt a bit guilty as Violetta’s somber music filled the air once more. But she’d been trying to bring culture to Landsmecht! She’d tried art. And then she’d tried popular music. 


  The cello’s music drifted after her, bringing a resume to the calm harmony of the village. Cara went to kick rocks. 


  


  —— 


  


  …She could have found a middle ground. But those guilty thoughts only surfaced after Cara had kicked around the village for a bit. The truth was, she didn’t belong here. Not in this quiet place in the middle of nowhere. She had left her hometown to get away, to make a start. Now she was here. 


  What was she doing in a place like this? As Violetta broke for another drink and snack, she shyly came over. Cara was sitting, head-down, on a bale of hay. 


  “I’m sorry, Cara. I liked the music. But it doesn’t fit here.” 


  The Irish [Actress] blushed. She’d been meaning to come over first. She looked up at the young woman and shook her head. 


  “I knew that. I lost my temper. I’m sorry. It’s fine. I should have known my audience. I was excited and—


  it was stupid.” 


  To her surprise and gratification, it was Violetta who shook her head. 


  “Oh, no! Father and the others didn’t like it, but I did. So did Hernon. He said as much. It’s just you can’t work to it.” 


  “Who?” 


  “He’s over there, planting.” 


  Violetta pointed at a young man a few years older than her. Cara brightened up a bit. Violetta went on, gushing. 


  “It was beautiful music. I’ve never heard that—did you call it a piano? And the music was so quick! And it all came from that artifact? May I see it?” 


  “Oh. Sure. It’s, um, low on magic. But I can play one or two more songs before it runs out.” 


  Cara showed the iPhone to Violetta. The girl exclaimed over the strange, smooth screen and plastic construction, but she seemed to accept that it was ‘magic’. 


  “Maybe a [Mage] can recharge it?” 


  “Yes…maybe. But it’s, uh, hard to fix.” 


  The [Actress] realized her iPhone was only asleep and fumbled to turn it off. The battery—she winced. 


  What would she do when it ran out? Try to charge it with lightning or something? She glanced back towards the cello leaning against the stool and shook her head. Violetta bit her lip. 


  “Maybe you could sing for me later? And the others? Privately. Noon, maybe, before nightfall.” 


  A young man—the one who’d been tossing the cut wheat—was looking their way. He politely glanced back towards his work when Cara glanced at him. And the kids were still peeking at her. But the [Singer] 


  felt…she smiled wryly. 


  “Maybe for you all. But it’s fine. I didn’t need to sing anyways. You can’t change much with a song. I put on the wrong show for this stage. It’s a stupid song, anyways.” 


  Was there anywhere for her? Violetta gave Cara a long, searching look. 


  “Please don’t say that. I thought it was beautiful.” 


  And she meant it. Cara glanced up. And she realized—it was the first time Violetta had ever heard that song. Which Cara had heard blaring from every speaker while it was popular. 


  …But that didn’t change why it had been beloved. The [Singer] opened her mouth and then, to her surprise, blushed. 


  “You’re right. That’s disrespectful to the person who made it. Sorry. I’ll…sing later, if you want.” 


  Violetta smiled. Cara rested there another moment. 


  Idiot. Then she got up. 


  


  —— 


  


  One effect of her failed performance was that whilst the villagers of Landsmecht might not have known her before save for Idelt’s brief introduction, they did now. And they were keen to tell her that they respected her attempt, but please don’t do it again. 


  “That sort of thing would go better in a noble court, or a proper dinner, miss. You should perform in an inn.” 


  The old scythe-wielding woman advised Cara. The young woman nodded, red-faced. 


  “Sorry.” 


  “Apologize for nothing if the intent was good. What you might do is fetch me some water? I’ve naught left.” 


  “Of course…” 


  Cara realized the old woman, Nuiena, was giving her a hint. So Cara took a bucket from the well, drew one—and filled the basin that the [Harvester] had been filling a cup from all morning. Then she went over, had a chat with the young man who Violetta had pointed out, filled his reservoir, and repeated the process. 


  Hauling buckets of water was a surprisingly difficult task the eighteenth time you did it. Cara realized that those weight room machines that had those lifting bars were probably based on this exercise. 


  “I’m so out of shape.” 


  She puffed as she brought Idelt some water. The [Blacksmith] was surprised. He was sharpening a scythe on a wheel—then using a whetstone to finish the job. He gratefully accepted the water, but shook his head. 


  “You needn’t do that, Miss Cara. We normally have a boy or girl do it if need be. Or we can haul the water…” 


  “I’m useless everywhere else. I might as well not get in people’s ways. I just realized—I’m probably weaker than everyone but an actual child. Even Violetta hauls that cello around! I can barely draw water!” 


  Idelt blinked—then his lips quirked a tiny bit. He instantly made his face smooth, but Cara saw his fingers drum on his arm. She was delighted! And she realized—the drumming fingers spoke for him. 


  “Go ahead and laugh. I deserve it.” 


  “I would never.” 


  He coughed into his arm again. Cara was getting used to his ticks. She smiled. 


  “Well, that’s my class. My real class, I mean. [Singer] is my um…highest leveled one? But I normally do strut about. Sometimes for laughs, sometimes to impress people.” 


  “Ah. Then you’re a [Bard]?” 


  Idelt carefully examined the edge of the blade. Cara shook her head. 


  “[Actor]. It’s um…like a [Performer]? Only, I act out stories.” 


  The man nodded carefully. He treated the edge of the scythe with great respect as he put it aside. 


  “I don’t know the class. But I’ve seen such stories before. Perhaps you could perform that, then? Later—


  ” 


  Cara was nodding as Violetta’s music drifted across the village, a background. A constant one, which gave meaning to the monotonous chores. Enjoyment at all times. A brilliant idea. 


  And it did not cease, except when Violetta took short breaks. It was always there— 


  Until the [Hunter] came running into the village. His name was Rethis. He was armed with a bow, arrows—and a long dagger for skinning and hunting. The man’s face was white. He shouted one thing into the calm village. 


  “The bear’s dead!” 


  The music cut off with a strangled screech of strings. 


  


  —— 


  


  In Noelictus, nothing stayed dead. The people of Landsmecht were used to the danger. But there was danger and—danger. Cara didn’t know why the news was so dire at first. She hurried over with Idelt; all the adults had put down their tools and strode over at once. 


  “Are you sure? How did it happen, Rethis? Did you have to kill it?” 


  The man shook his head. 


  “The bear was hunting a buck, Idelt. I stumbled across it by chance after finding the blood trail.” 


  Rethis was panting. His face was pale, and he had run from the forest. He had spotted a large bear the other day and wisely kept away. But the worst had happened. 


  “How big?” 


  Idelt and the other elder villagers stood around in a conference. Indoors. When Rethis had run into the village, everyone had hurried indoors, abandoning their work. Now—the [Hunter] paced back and forth to show them. 


  “Mothbear. This big.” 


  The bear was as large as a grizzly. Maybe a bit larger than average. Cara felt her hair standing up. 


  Bears had long since been extinct in the United Kingdom. But she knew black bears, grizzly bears, and polar bears and this was a huge animal. At least…two hundred and forty centimeters across. Which was massive. Hundreds of pounds! 


  The villagers moaned. Even that was a quiet thing. Idelt was carrying his blacksmith’s hammer he’d snatch up from the forge. He lifted a hand and silence fell. Rethis went on at his nod. 


  “It was hunting. Hungry. It found a buck. Not a Corusdeer, or it might have burned the bear to death. 


  Just a regular deer.” 


  “Did it kill the deer?” 


  The [Hunter] shook his head slowly. He licked his lips. 


  “Neither. That is to say—both are dead. The buck gored the bear, and the bear savaged it before it died of blood loss too. I tried to cut their heads off. But they started moving before I even got close. They’re both walking about.” 


  Cara felt her skin crawling. Did he mean there was now a zombie-bear out there and an elk? Idelt looked around. 


  “There’s a deer herd nearby. We might be in danger of a horde. Someone must ride to Lord Lantal at once.” 


  “I’ll do it.” 


  The young man with the rake, Hernon, volunteered. Idelt nodded. Rethis panted. 


  “Take my horse. Go. Tell them there’s at least eight deer. A small herd, but—” 


  They could all turn into zombies. Cara realized what he was saying. If you had a zombie-bear in the woods, and a deer—she turned to Violetta. The girl’s eyes were wide. 


  “Could they kill a deer? Surely the animals would run away.” 


  Violetta didn’t respond. She was beginning to tremble. Violetta, who had killed the rabbit… 


  But this was no rabbit. Nor one, or even two monsters. Idelt turned. 


  “Yes. They might escape the first few times, Miss Cara. But the undead don’t stop. Even the fastest bird must sleep. And come nightfall…they’ll find anything living they can. Run them down without rest. 


  Corner them. And so one or two can become dozens. Hundreds if left unchecked. Normally we can kill rodents or smaller animals easily. But a herd of deer? A bear?” 


  The [Blacksmith] looked around. The villagers had farming weapons—some had bows or axes or even a sword or two. But…Cara wouldn’t fight a zombie bear with a flamethrower. 


  “We must lock the doors. No one leaves. Rethis—watch from your tower. Try to down them if they come.” 


  The [Hunter] licked his lips. 


  “I can try. But zombies are hard to fell, let alone at night.” 


  “Lord Lantal will send warriors to slay the horde as soon as he can. By tomorrow at the latest, surely. 


  Until then—do not go out.” 


  “What if they try to break in? A bear might break down a door, Idelt.” 


  Someone spoke up. The [Blacksmith] looked at Violetta. His daughter was pale. He glanced at Cara. 


  “Not ours. Not so easily, I think. Lock your doors and secure your windows. If they break in, call for help.” 


  That was all. There was no promise of a rescue. Lock the doors. If they broke in, hide in your rooms. 


  Climb out the windows. 


  Pray. But no one uttered a prayer. They just dispersed into their homes and locked the doors. 


  “Couldn’t you kill the bear? Hunt it down?” 


  Cara was focused on Idelt, remembering how easily he carried the huge blocks of wood. The man had weapons—a [Blacksmith]’s tools. Violetta shook her head rapidly. 


  “Kill an undead Mothbear? Cara—we’re not [Warriors]. Rethis is the highest-level [Hunter] and he nearly died when a doe and foal turned on him. They move—move slow. But if they start biting you, they don’t let go. And—I need to make sure the windows are sealed. The chimney…” 


  She was beginning to shake. Idelt came over quickly and placed a hand on her shoulder. 


  “They cannot break down a door. Mister Ferl was talking nonsense, Violetta. Nothing short of a…Draug could do that. They haven’t the brains to do so. Go and make sure the Gloomwrens are locked in. Hurry, now.” 


  He pushed his daughter, gently. Cara thought it was a bit callous—but the young woman started towards the coop and perhaps it was better than talking about…the man looked at her. 


  “This is what adventurers are for. Lord Lantal will send warriors. We just need to hide.” 


  He gestured. 


  “Towards my home. Rethis? Are you hurt?” 


  “Not a scratch, Idelt. I’ll be fine.” 


  The villagers were heading back to their homes. Fast. They abandoned tools where they lay, save for the edged weapons. A scythe…Cara stared at the old woman’s grim face as she brought it into her home. 


  Then shut the door and locked it. 


  Violetta was already unlocking the door and hurrying inside when Idelt and Cara arrived. The [Singer] 


  strode in. 


  “The Gloomwrens are going to be fine?” 


  “I made sure. They’re all inside.” 


  “And everyone’s staying in their homes? Why not stick together if these…the undead break in? Isn’t that safer?” 


  A click. The two young women turned. Idelt had locked the door. He had wedges of wood and drove them under the door in two places with his hammer. The man stood up and turned to Cara. 


  Idelt had been expressionless, reserved, but not without emotion at first. Just harder to read. Now—


  there was an animation about him. A nervous, suppressed energy. His expression was grim. His movements direct as he went around, double-checking the windows. Then—the chimney. There were two seals, Cara realized. One in the top and one at the bottom. 


  “You climbed up and shut the top shutter?” 


  “Yes, father.” 


  He looked up the fireplace anyways, then at Cara. 


  “If someone dies—that’s one more zombie. But if many people die, it becomes a horde. Hundreds—


  thousands—in the past, there were outbreaks of hundreds of thousands of dead. Animals, people.” 


  An apocalypse. Cara’s hair was trying to walk off her body. The [Singer] licked her lips, remembering the giant made of mice bones. 


  “How did people stop it?” 


  “There are warriors. Adventurers. The Hunter’s Guild of Noelictus fights the undead. This—this is just a herd. By tomorrow, Hernon will have alerted Lord Lantal. He will bring his retainers and end the undead. 


  We just have to wait the night. The walls are thick. The undead won’t get in.” 


  He said it for his daughter as much as Cara. The young woman was white-faced, more terrified than anyone else. Cara looked at her. At Idelt, putting a wood-cutting axe, his hammer, and other weapons together. And she wondered how Violetta’s mother had died. 


  Then—night fell. And the dead walked through Landsmecht. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara O’Sullivan sat in Idelt’s room, on the ground. The man had offered her the use of his bed. But even if she’d been comfortable with it, she wouldn’t have been able to sleep. 


  It was dark. A single lantern was lit, but Cara found the scarce light weak and only made the shadows dance more. She closed her eyes—but that was worse. 


  She felt like she was back in the crypt. Among the dead. Or trapped with— 


  Slap. The sound made someone jump. There was a sound—a voice made of fear. Then another one from behind her. 


  “Is everything alright?” 


  The first voice had been Violetta. The second? Idelt. Both coming faintly through the thick walls separating the three. Cara rubbed at her cheek. 


  “Sorry. That was me.” 


  She heard a muffled, terrified laugh, and a voice. But whatever Violetta said was lost because a wall and two doors lay between them. 


  Violetta was locked in her room. Cara was locked in Idelt’s room. And the [Blacksmith] and father sat in the living room, kitchen, and main part of the house. Watching the door. 


  The undead were walking Landsmecht. And as was the custom of Afiele—Noelictus’ folk—they had barricaded themselves inside. They were indeed used to the undead threat. Their walls were thick, to the point where you’d need a ram to even try to break through a door. Everything was reinforced, and Rethis, their [Hunter], even had a tower built into his cottage, so that he could keep watch without leaving his home. 


  But even indoors, Cara, Idelt, and Violetta had to stay apart. Just in case the bear and deer outside broke into the home. Cara had argued against this, of course. 


  “We can at least defend ourselves together. If there’s a zombie in the house—” 


  “—They might not break through the other doors. I will sit in the living room and keep them out if I can. 


  The children and younger folk stay in the safest places. Each room has a window. Only unlatch the shutters if you must run.” 


  If I die and rise, you mean. But Cara had not said that. She had looked at Violetta’s terrified face. 


  “If we stay in the same room, Idelt—” 


  “No.” 


  Too dangerous. That was custom in Landsmecht, and it had become all but law. Don’t give the dead a chance to multiply. But still—but still— 


  Thump. That didn’t come from Cara. She jumped and heard a muffled sound. 


  “Quiet. I’m trying to hear how many.” 


  Idelt’s voice was a low whisper. The man sounded like he was right next to their doors. Violetta made another sound as the noise came again. 


  Thump. It sounded like something was hitting the front door. 


  “What is—” 


  “The bear.” 


  Cara felt a chill. Something huge hit the door again, but the door was so secure it didn’t rattle. But the impact was heavy. 


  “Is—are there—” 


  “I think there are at least four deer.” 


  The [Actress] went pale. She clenched her hands and heard a sob. 


  “Violetta.” 


  Idelt spoke into the silence. Cara heard a scraping sound. Antlers on wood? She shuddered. The sobbing came again, muffled by something. 


  “Can—can they hear us, Idelt?” 


  “No. The dead sense the living. Violetta needs to be calm.” 


  A calm voice, but now Cara heard the tension. Idelt sounded like he was sitting between the two doors. 


  She could all but imagine him, axe, or perhaps hammer, in hand. Watching the door. 


  Another impact. Violetta began to sob, the sound faint. Muffled. Cara tried to say something. She heard Idelt’s voice instead. He was whispering under the door crack. 


  “Violetta. Be calm. They will not get in…” 


  The sobbing didn’t change. Cara thought it was so wrong. She should have been in the same room with him. Let Idelt hold her. But…she whispered. 


  “Idelt?” 


  The man shifted positions to her door. 


  “Are you well, Miss Cara?” 


  She couldn’t see; the crack between floor and door was too small. But she saw a shadow amid the faint glow of light. 


  “Is Violetta…I mean, she was so fearless when she killed the rabbit.” 


  “That was different. Children are taught to ensure the dead stay dead. Violetta—remembers something else. We have had to take shelter from the undead before. And once—” 


  The man’s voice broke off. Cara heard the strain, the faltering words. The [Singer] opened her eyes as another thump came from the door. Heavier. The bear was trying to get in. 


  “Did she—?” 


  Silence. Something hit a wall, and Cara heard a crack as something broke. The impact came again, and Idelt moved. 


  “Wait. I must check the door.” 


  She heard his footsteps moving. Violetta was crying. Cara heard her, muffled. And then Idelt returned. 


  “Nothing broke through the walls. The deer must have broken its antlers. Or a bone. Violetta. The undead can’t get in.” 


  Sure enough—despite their persistence, the shambling zombies had neither the speed nor intelligence to really do a run up and crash into the door. And even if they did—it still might have held. 


  It didn’t stop the crying. Nor the terror Cara herself felt. She remembered the zombie looking at her, clawing at her. Screaming for Ser Dalius and— 


  “Idelt! I mean—Idelt. W-what happened to Violetta’s mother? If it’s not…” 


  If it’s not personal? Cara gulped for air. But the man replied after only a beat. 


  “She and Violetta were home when I was absent one night. I had to stay in town; it was too dark. It was…a pack of animals. Raccoons. The door was locked. But Violetta had forgotten to shutter the chimney. Her mother was in the living room.” 


  Cara felt sick. She clutched at her arms. 


  “I—don’t tell me any more. Please.” 


  Thump. A scream, muffled again. Idelt rustled. 


  “Violetta. You’re safe. Be calm. Be—” 


  He couldn’t touch her. Couldn’t open the door. He should have. Custom be damned. Cara clenched her fists, grinding her teeth to feel the pain as the undead scraped and bumped around the house. 


  How could someone live like this? Night after night of this? Even if it wasn’t a bear, fearing that some mouse or bird had died and might sneak up on you? 


  The silence grated. The sounds of the shuffling bodies was worse. Cara put her hands over her ears. It was like the crypt. Like the first, dark hell where she’d been lost. Before Ser Dalius. 


  Ser Dalius. The young woman looked up. She heard Idelt whispering, the terrified [Cellist] whimpering. 


  The sounds of the dead. 


  Damn them all. Cara’s temper flared. This was no way to live. If they broke down that damn door—she didn’t want to have spent her last hours cowering in fear. In silence. 


  In the darkness and dying lantern light, the bright glow of a screen lit up the room. Cara flicked across the screen, noting the battery. 


  21%. To hell with that, too. This wasn’t about her. It wasn’t a performance for art, or vanity. The young woman selected a song. This was for a crying girl. A brave girl, who just needed to hear— 


  Music. 


  


  —— 


  


  Violetta was huddled next to her door, trying to listen to Idelt’s voice. But something was scraping against the shutters. Trying to break into her room. She was crying. 


  “Father. Open the door. Please?” 


  “I cannot.” 


  “Please?” 


  Her voice broke. But the door did not move. And he had barricaded it from his end. So the girl wept. As she had many nights before. Her father sat there, head bowed. He had lived for decades like this—the fear never went away. But he had internalized it. It was harder to listen to his daughter’s tears. 


  The two Geisharts didn’t hear the music at first, muffled as it was by the tears, the sound of bodies outside, and their beating hearts. But then they heard the faint notes in the darkness. 


  The piano was quieter this time. Violetta caught her breath on a sob. It was a sad melody, those first few bars. And Cara’s voice was low. At first—it sounded like she was just talking to them. 


  “Cara?” 


  Violetta looked up, confused. But the voice didn’t answer her. Idelt turned. He wanted to tell her to be silent. But the undead didn’t use their ears. 


  Then—he saw something. A spark of light. It shimmered in the air, a firefly’s mote of brilliance. But it wasn’t yellow, mortal light. It shone green, like the grass of another world. 


  Violetta gasped. She saw a pink flare of light, hovering in the air. She had never seen color like that. It spun into existence and out of it too quickly; she felt a pang as it vanished. But then another spark appeared. It shone like the blue skies Cara had told her of. 


  The music began to swell. The tempo picked up, and a drum began to play. Not just from the tiny speakers; Cara began to thump her hands on the wall, drowning out the sounds from the door. She sang louder as the guitar played. 


  Light. It shone in the home, brighter than the dying fires. Colors of every shade. Amid the black and white of Noelictus’ lands, Violetta and Idelt saw a red of roses. A flash of yellow like how the sun looked to Cara. A hot pink—the orange of a fruit— 


  The song was growing louder. Cara sang. The room rang with her voice. But she wanted it to be louder. 


  Sparks were flying around the cabin. Fire. But it was colored fire. Magic. The product of two Skills. 


  [Song of Light] and [Melody of Sparks]. They turned the dark rooms into a kaleidoscope of colors. 


  Wonderingly, Violetta reached up and caught a soft spark of white light. And she heard a second voice. 


  Then a third, a fourth. They joined together in a chorus. 


  [Echo Voice]. Cara was singing with multiple copies of her voice. And the song grew louder. 


  


  —— 


  


  The village of Landsmecht was quiet. People hid in their homes, adults whispering to children as they hid under beds or in covers. Alone. Separate. The undead tried to break into the houses, but failed. Yet they terrified. 


  But then there was a distant voice. Amid the silence, the villagers looked up. A few peeked through cracks in their windows and saw— 


  “Light?” 


  Rethis the [Hunter] turned his head as he put another iron-tipped arrow to his bow and desperately tried to hit a deer in the near-complete night. The sudden burst of light was alarming. Had one of the undead broken a window? 


  No. It came from a home on the edge of the village, so the noise of his hammer work wouldn’t disturb the others. The Geishart home. The [Hunter] narrowed his eyes. He saw…light? 


  The air was lighting up around the house. Flashes of light, like soundless fireworks, appeared and disappeared. Sparks of light. And there was—music. 


  Voices. One was loudest. The [Singer] was so loud that her voice left the shuttered windows, filling the night. But she was not alone. 


  The night sky shone with sparks as Violetta and Idelt picked up the song. Inside the house and out, the shining lights illuminated the darkness. The undead shambling outside paused, attracted to the light. 


  They clawed at the reinforced wood and doors. But they were drowned out. 


  The villagers heard all three voices singing as loud as they could. Iridescent by Linkin Park. The music reached even distant houses. And from his perch, Rethis saw more houses lighting up. Inside, people lit up lanterns, kindled fires kept low because of shuttered chimneys. He looked out—and heard another distant voice. 


  Someone else singing the same song. To chase away the nightmares. To defy darkness and fear. 


  The sparks flew around the village like an army of lights. The undead stopped attacking the houses, chasing the flashes of color. Color, from a place beyond Noelictus, from blue skies and golden fields. 


  From another world. The [Hunter] lowered his bow for a second to stare at the beautiful world contained in the light. Then he put an arrow to his bow and loosed. A deer stumbled and fell over as its head was illuminated for a moment for Rethis. 


  It was such a strange thing. It felt so wrong, to hear such music now. But why not? Music was for the living. Silence for the dead. More voices were joining in. Singing…they had forgotten they could sing in the darkness. 


  The man laughed. And for once, it was drowned out by the sound. It was a welcome thing. 


  [Singer Level 9!] 
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  The next day, Lord Lantal rode into Landsmecht with eight of his personal guard. He couldn’t spare any more from the keep. There was still that last [Necromancer] around. 


  He’d ridden hard at first light to get to the village. The young man who’d ridden for the keep through the night had told Lantal there was a Mothbear who’d died. If left unchecked, all the wildlife in the area would turn into a horde. Animals had adapted to evade the undead—but the danger remained, especially to stupid creatures like migrating deer herds which hadn’t adapted to this land. 


  The sky was always grey. But at night and before dawn, it was almost pitch-black. No stars save for rare occasions. Even the moon was often obscured. 


  “Can one not simply ride through the night to get there? I am simply curious, Lord Lantal.” 


  He recalled the conversation with [Princess] Seraphel; the entire keep had awoken as the young man was let through the gates, shouting the alarm. 


  “Unless it is very dire—and Landsmecht’s walls are thick enough to protect them, I think—I would never risk it, Your Highness. Common zombies have no intellect, but Ghouls will lurk in the shadows and ambush us, even with [Light] spells.” 


  “I see. Ghouls? Forgive my ignorance.” 


  It amazed Lantal—first that Seraphel would ever apologize to him—second, that she had no knowledge of how to fight undead. It was second-nature to him, and even children knew such basic rules about their types. 


  Lord Lantal felt the worn bit of saddle uncomfortably transmitting some of the shock of his ride to his posterior and shifted. The eight men and women around him were all yawning, but alert, adrenaline in their veins. 


  “First light, Ghoul’s night. Second light, Ghoul’s flight. Anyone else need food? Stamina potion? No one overate, did they?” 


  He muttered, and someone laughed at the nursery rhyme about fighting Ghouls. The false dawn was a bad time to fight them. 


  “Does anyone have dried jerky?” 


  “Here—” 


  Two riders converged to exchange a snack. It was a bit illogical to eat before combat, or soon enough. 


  But Landsmecht was a ways away and an empty stomach meant you were weak right when you needed to fight. A light snack was customary, and a stamina potion if you didn’t want to eat, although that was costly. 


  “Back to the basics, Lord Lantal?” 


  One of the [Archers] jested. It was unseemly to talk with the nobility—but the [Princess] and her 


  [Knights] weren’t around, and Lantal had grown up around these people. They were childhood friends, and this? 


  This was their life. Lantal grimaced. 


  “If there’s a Ghoul, I’m going to be very unhappy.” 


  Zombies turned into Ghouls over time, but even in Noelictus it normally wasn’t a day’s process. Then again…he shuddered. 


  “If it’s a Ghoul-type Mothbear, we’re going to have a bad time.” 


  The others groaned. The [Archer] groused as she checked her quiver. She had regular arrows…and two emergency-arrows. Magical. If it was a Ghoul Mothbear, she might have to use them. 


  “Lord Lantal, do you think of happy events?” 


  “Sometimes. When I’m not about to stink of dead bear.” 


  “Fair enough.” 


  They all laughed at that. Lantal raised a hand and the company slowed. They were approaching Landsmecht. 


  


  —— 


  


  There was no Ghoul. Nor was it hard to find their quarry as it was sometimes, when a zombie might wander into a forest. 


  The [Lord] found the undead wandering down the road just outside of the village. They were pursuing a fox. The frightened creature—pelt grey to camouflage against the local flora—was fleeing in sleepy terror. The mindless zombies—two deer and a large Mothbear—were plodding after it. 


  “Ugh. Milord, your orders?” 


  One of the [Riders] wrinkled his nose. The undead were rotting in the day. No getting meat from them after so long. Lantal coughed and covered his nose. 


  “Archers, bring down the deer. [Axemen]—with me. We’ll take out a leg and bring the bear down.” 


  It was a short skirmish. The three [Archers] dismounted at a distance as the undead turned towards the Humans. They loosed—after the third volley, one of the deer fell, arrows bristling from chest and head. 


  The elk died next, as an arrow finally hit its brain and the damaged body was unable to contain the death magic. 


  The bear was harder. The [Archers] didn’t have [Piercing Arrow] or other useful Skills that would go through its thick hide. And the enchanted arrows were far too costly to use for this. 


  So Lord Lantal himself baited the monster. He dodged a clumsy swipe as a woman with an axe hacked at the leg. Another man came in with a sword as two more used boar-spears to force the bear back. It was too strong for them. But after another flurry of dodging—the blows hacked into its bone and it collapsed, with only three legs. 


  “Stay back! Spears—hold it down! Axes, the head! [Piercing Thrust]!” 


  Lantal leapt forwards. His rapier blurred and he planted it in the bear’s head. That didn’t kill the thing, even though Lantal lanced it through the brain. The [Lord] knew undead; the heads were their weak spots where death magic accumulated. You could still get headless zombies, but damage them enough and— 


  The Mothbear collapsed at last, hacked down by the nine fighters including Lantal. It had taken fifteen minutes to finally die, and the [Lord], panting, paused only a second. Then he grimly turned to the others. 


  “We have to hack it up. It could still get up. Or form a Crypt Lord with other bodies.” 


  “Maybe a pyre, milord?” 


  One of the [Archers] looked at the stinking corpses, clearly not relishing the job. Lantal chewed on the suggestion and then nodded. 


  “A pyre would do. But far from the fields. The Ashwheat will go up like a torch. You—you—go into Landsmecht. Ask if they have wood to spare.” 


  He could just requisition it. But Lantal was aware that the increased taxes hadn’t earned him any goodwill. Two of his warriors rode into the village as the others cleaned their weapons. The [Lord] wiped at his face. One of the [Warriors] offered him a wetted bit of cloth—for his armor. He’d gotten some gore on his hardened leather breastplate. 


  “Milord? Lady Risel won’t be happy to see you besmirched, sire.” 


  The [Spearman] had been in Lantal’s service ever since they had been boys, running around Afiele. 


  Lantal nearly laughed at the politeness—but the presence of a [Princess] was making everyone formal. 


  “Thank you, Meltain. Better Risel’s wrath than embarrassing Afiele, eh?” 


  The others chuckled. But Lantal’s own grin faded. 


  Word had been sent by magical [Message] spells to Calanfer and Noelictus’ capitals last night, as soon as the attack was reported. Neither side was happy about the ambush. Lantal had been told in no uncertain terms to make Seraphel welcome while an escort worthy of her station was formed to take her safely to the capital. 


  ‘His Majesty of Noelictus remains assured the [Princess] shall not be found wanting before a proper procession can be arranged.’ 


  That was from the [Message] spell, verbatim. Which meant entertainment and lodging was coming out of his pocket. The [Lord] had scrambled, and Risel had bought up delicacies from the [Traders] in town—


  it had cost them over sixty gold already to get proper adornments for the poor household. 


  It was just a relief that Princess Seraphel hadn’t complained about the too-small room—Lantal and Risel had moved out of it to give her the largest space. 


  To take his mind off of that, the [Lord] studied distant Afiele. He and the six others were still standing watch. The undead were very dead…but you didn’t relax until they were ash or dust. 


  “At least it doesn’t look like anyone died from this horde. I was afraid there would be the entire herd of deer—they might have battered down a house in the night.” 


  Lantal shuddered. That would have been a disaster. He checked the sky. 


  “We can be back in an hour if all’s well. Just in time for Culin and Sasi to wake up. You’ll all be tasked with guarding them.” 


  The guards of House Afiele groaned. Guarding the two cooped-up children was harder than killing undead bears. Neither child was happy. The gloomy skies of Afiele grated on the mind, and the two wanted to be in the capital. Risel was from there, and they preferred the indoor magical lights, the entertainments—all the things Afiele lacked. 


  Lantal didn’t blame them. He just wished he could afford it. But if he wasn’t compensated, Seraphel’s visit would end up wiping out their stretched finances… 


  The [Lord] was resting next to his horse, wondering if he would have to reduce pay and increase taxes, when he saw Landsmecht coming to life. Villagers, hearing the undead were dead, were coming out into the fields. A group, bearing wood for a pyre, were headed towards him. 


  It reassured the [Lord] to see that the villagers weren’t afraid. They were clearly sleep-deprived; few people could sleep with the undead banging on their walls. But he had seen villages too afraid to leave their homes for a day after an undead horde. Landsmecht didn’t even have stone walls like some villages. 


  Yet their spirits seemed high. One of them—a [Blacksmith] carrying wood logs in each arm—bowed to Lantal. 


  “Lord Afiele? We humbly thank you for riding to our aid.” 


  Lantal vaguely recognized the man. 


  “Idelt, isn’t it?” 


  The man looked pleased to be recognized. He bowed as the corners of his mouth moved up. 


  “Yes, sire.” 


  “I’m glad none of Landsmecht’s people were harmed by the undead. Rest assured, we’ll hunt down any more zombies if they’re out there.” 


  The [Blacksmith] made to reply, then coughed and cleared his throat. His voice was raspy—had he been shouting all night? Screaming? Lantal didn’t think Idelt would, but perhaps he’d been talking. It was hard to withstand an undead walking around your doors. 


  Lantal lived in the keep, but he had experienced that more than…what, a hundred times over his life? 


  You never forgot the first time. Or finding someone who had been careless or whose doors or windows had failed to protect them. 


  Still, Idelt seemed in good spirits. 


  “No more undead we think, Lord Afiele. Our [Hunter], Rethis, downed three in the night.” 


  “Did he? I should offer him a small prize for his efforts.” 


  That was good shooting! Lantal hoped the man hadn’t wasted too many arrows; undead were hard to kill with regular bows. What he wouldn’t give for an enchanted crossbow and munitions like the Hunter’s Guild used… 


  The [Hunter] bowed as he wheeled wood over; the guards were already piling wood up to burn the stinking corpses. 


  “It was a lucky night, Lord Afiele. I had light to aim by. Some of the deer were even fresh enough to salvage meat from. We could offer you the best cuts.” 


  That was tempting. Fresh venison was always nice, and they were already paying for good food for Princess Seraphel. Lantal glanced at the village and counted the coins in his money pouch. 


  “I would pay for some.” 


  Rethis protested. So did Idelt and the other villagers congregating around the party, helping set up the pyre. 


  “Lord Afiele—a gift, please! For slaying the undead!” 


  The [Lord] hesitated, but the villagers were insistent. He held up a hand. 


  “Then—was anyone hurt? We have healing potions. No? Then I will accept some meat. Conditionally.” 


  Conditionally? The villagers blinked. Lantal waved for one of his group. 


  “If I pay for the wood. It’s troublesome enough to have to chop down more. Then, I shall accept some venison, Hunter Rethis. A shame we can’t cook it at this fire, but I’ve lost my appetite. I shall surely have it back by midday, though.” 


  That produced chuckles, and Lantal handed over some silver and a few coppers; pittance, but it made him feel justified as the undead went up in smoke that made everyone stay well clear until they began to turn to ash. 


  Even so, he ended up receiving venison and some fresh bags of wheat, which embarrassed him since there was already the monthly tax. But even Landsmecht had heard of the [Princess]—probably from Meltain and the others gossiping. 


  “She should feast on Afiele’s produce, if she’s to marry the Earl of Twilight. Perhaps then Ovela will lower the taxes.” 


  “True enough. I’ll have my [Cook] bake her a fine meal this very night, courtesy of Landsmecht’s fields!” 


  That brightened them up. The [Lord] smiled, watching the bear and deer corpses being burned. He was tired—but the relieved faces gave him comfort. As the [Lord] waited for the corpses to fully immolate, he turned to Idelt. 


  “It looks like the fall harvests are already begun. Is that your daughter in the fields? I had heard she was the village’s songmistress.” 


  Songmistress, or songmaster, was a role in Afiele. Each village needed something to pass by the hours of farming. They all had a [Singer], or [Flautist], or in this case—Idelt’s daughter. A [Cellist]. The man bowed, looking even more pleased that Lantal remembered. 


  “You do me honor, Lord Afiele.” 


  “Lord Lantal will do. And of course I’d remember. Your iron’s well-used across Afiele.” 


  Plus, Idelt was the second-highest leveled [Blacksmith]. If he leveled up faster, Lantal might ask him to move to town. And if they had enough iron to make steel rather than having to buy it from two provinces over… 


  But that was all later. Lord Lantal wanted to shake Idelt’s hand, and get back to town as quickly as possible to prevent Risel having to manage the children and entertain Lady Seraphel all by herself. He was just about to tell Idelt that the young man who’d ridden here would be sent back—with some fruits or something for his bravery—when he heard a sound from the fields. 


  The songmistress, Violetta, was starting her music. Lantal wanted to listen; each village had its own music. But instead of the cello music he expected, he heard something else. 


  A young woman stood in the center of a cleared field. Her clothing was bright. Rich, even; she looked like a [Trader], or even a [Merchant], although her clothing wasn’t that formal. And she didn’t have the ghostly features of someone born of Afiele. Lantal saw the other villagers watching her as they set to work. A group of children were sitting down, watching her eagerly. 


  And someone was playing an instrument. Not a cello. Lantal frowned. Was that some kind of drum? 


  And…what was that? 


  He had never heard a piano before, either. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara O’Sullivan stood in the field and sang. The song was faster than Violetta’s music. But it wasn’t mainstream pop, bombastically energetic. There was a place for it, just like there was a place for poetry. 


  But not here. She had forgotten that. Perhaps willfully. But this—this was a song for Landsmecht. Not carelessly upbeat or grand. Just…a song for a morning. For people who’d lived through a night with song and courage. 


  The iPhone was running out of power. And that terrified her. But something mattered more than the power there. And that was her audience. They listened. And listened to the words. A favorite song that spoke about…living. For the people of Landsmecht, it was good enough. 


  Cara gently played a drum along with the beat. She didn’t know how to use a guitar, or play a piano, or horn. And she regretted that now. But she could sing. 


  There was more emotion in this song than the others. The [Singer] from Ireland felt—exposed. More than her other performances. Because this was genuine. When Cara finished this time, she heard silence. 


  Then—applause. It came from Violetta, from the children, and the workers. The [Actress] smiled—and bowed. She nearly fell on her face. She hadn’t slept last night. She’d kept singing until her voice went out, to keep spirits up. She croaked as she coughed. 


  “That song was called, Sinners, by Lauren Aquilina. I didn’t write it, but…thank you—thank you—” 


  She fumbled for the iPhone. And realized—the screen had gone dark sometime in the last few seconds of the song. She’d sung the last part alone. Cara stared down at it, for a moment. Then she looked up. 


  “Cara. Here.” 


  Someone offered her a little spoonful of glowing liquid. Cara blinked. Then she saw Violetta with the healing potion. 


  “I—” 


  Violetta popped it into her mouth. Cara nearly coughed it out, but she swallowed the potion. And she felt her sore throat vanish in an instant. She perked up. 


  “Amazing.” 


  She needed one of those for home. Her sore voice vanished—could it do the same for bruises? Aching bones? Cara felt at her throat as Violetta smiled. 


  “We don’t have a stamina potion. You should sleep. Is your—magical music thing out of mana?” 


  “Yes. It’s okay. I can keep singing. Actually, Violetta—I know more songs. And if you used your cello—” 


  The [Cellist] looked excited. Cara had just had a great idea. They were conferring when they heard an unfamiliar voice. 


  “Is that your daughter, Idelt? You never told me she was such a brilliant [Singer]! What was that music? 


  Some Skill?” 


  A man was riding towards them. The two young women turned and saw a small group of people with weapons. Leading them was a man with leather armor, riding a horse. Cara blinked. Was this the leader of the warriors who’d killed the undead? 


  Idelt was hurrying after the man. He bowed as he motioned towards Cara and Violetta. 


  “No, Lord Lantal. We actually had sent word to you about her. This is Miss Cara O’Sullivan. She is a traveller who lost her horse. She was staying with us. It is thanks to her Rethis was able to down the undead. She is a [Singer]. And an [Actor].” 


  “I see. Excuse me, Miss. That was wonderful music.” 


  Lord Lantal dismounted from his horse. Cara blinked. Lord Lantal? She saw the other villagers abandoning their jobs to hurry over and bow. She saw the man smile and hold out a hand. 


  A smile appeared on Cara’s face as Violetta instantly curtsied, looking awed. Cara gave Lantal a sickly grin with her teeth pressed together. 


  “Hello. Lord Lantal, is it?” 


  “That’s right. I understand you’ve lost your horse, Miss Cara? I will send word to other villages to look for it, and if you are without coin and provisions, I can escort you to town…” 


  The [Lord] was tall, athletic, and had a rather handsome profile. Cara hated him instantly. 


  “Thank you, Lord Lantal. I’m so—honored—you’d take the time to look out for us small folk.” 


  She spoke around the grimace which you could charitably call a pained smile. The [Lord] paused. But he brushed past her curious statement with a smile. 


  “It is my duty as Afiele’s [Lord]. I rule these lands and no one must go hungry. Or be left outdoors.” 


  That was…sensible. Cara’s rictus remained. Violetta and Idelt glanced at her curiously, but they were too awed by the [Lord]’s presence to interrupt. Lantal hesitated, glancing at Cara. 


  “Are you a performer of sorts, Miss Cara?” 


  “You could say that. Sir. But I’m afraid I’m a poor [Actor] and [Singer]. Low-level. I’m sorry if my songs offended you.” 


  “Far from it. It was a breath of fresh air. I’ve never heard that style or that…music. You know, if you’re a travelling performer, Landsmecht and the other villages would surely pay for a performance. As would the town of Adreissel.” 


  Cara blinked. She wasn’t expecting that. Violetta and Idelt were eyeing her now, and she hesitated. He even sounded genuine. She looked as the [Lord] gestured down the road. 


  “My family resides in the town of Adreissel, not more than a few hour’s ride away. We would be flattered by a performance—in fact, we are hosting a royal guest who might be entertained. Can you perform in other ways? Is [Actor] like a [Tumbler]?” 


  The young woman hesitated, but she still didn’t like the perfunctory nature of the request. Or was it a demand? Her reply slipped out. 


  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly perform for such august people as royalty, milord. Or even nobility. I’m common stock—” 


  Cara was just about to say something she was sure Lantal would regret when Violetta stepped on her foot. Hard. Cara’s eyes watered and she bit back a yelp. 


  “Lord Lantal, I’m sure Miss Cara is honored by the request.” 


  The [Cellist] bowed. The [Lord] smiled at her. 


  “I should be honored if you would also perform, Miss Violetta. Your father tells me you are as talented as your mother with the cello. I would, of course, compensate you for your time.” 


  “I—” 


  This time Violetta coughed. As Lantal glanced at her, he failed to notice the girl’s other hand stab Cara in the back. Violetta bowed deeper. 


  “Lord Afiele, I would be honored! So would Miss Cara! Right, Cara?” 


  “…Sure.” 


  Cara had seen Violetta in tears over the undead. And she knew Violetta was a caring soul. She had also, however, seen Violetta behead the undead rabbit and bop a Gloomwren on the head when it tried to steal feed from her arms. The [Singer] glowered until Lord Lantal was mounted up. 


  “If transport is needed…” 


  “We can send them with the first wagons and harvests, Lord Lantal. By the morrow!” 


  Beaming, Idelt and the others villagers saw the [Lord] off, still thanking him for killing the undead. Cara was left, fuming. Violetta turned to Cara and her father when the band of riders was gone. 


  “Did you hear that, father? He wants me to perform at the keep! In front of a [Princess]? That’s who’s at the keep, isn’t it? The Princess of Calanfer?” 


  “4th Princess. But yes.” 


  The [Blacksmith] was beaming at the honor. Cara’s arms were folded. The two turned to her and paused. 


  “Miss Cara? What’s wrong? I thought you’d be honored? Lord Lantal’s offered to hire you to perform! 


  And he’ll pay! Maybe even find your horse?” 


  Now, wouldn’t that be a miracle? Cara’s lips twisted. She looked at the two, trying to figure out how to break the news to them. She decided there was no use beating around the bush. 


  “I don’t like the nobility, Violetta. Idelt. I don’t like sodding [Kings] and [Queens]. Where I come from, the monarchy doesn’t rule us—” 


  She hesitated. 


  “—like it used to, with boots on our necks. I hate the idea of aristocracy. You don’t need a man with a crown to lead you!” 


  Violetta and Idelt’s jaws dropped. The villagers stared at Cara in horror. The [Singer] hesitated. It occurred to her that this wasn’t the crowd to give a proper ‘power to the people’ speech to. She eyed the harvesting scythe the old woman held. The people of Landsmecht looked at each other. Violetta’s brow darkened. 


  It was Idelt who sighed and scrubbed at his face with one hand. He said one word as the others rolled their eyes and turned away. 


  “Izrilians.” 


  


  —— 


  


  The eventful arrival of Lord Lantal and the destruction of the undead horde had occurred before Cara had left the house. She’d half-wanted to see the combat after hearing it in the distance, but Idelt had refused to unlock the door, or even let them out of their rooms until the all-clear was given. 


  Which wasn’t to say they were all huddled up in terror. Cara was bleary-eyed and slow, since she’d slept only a few hours. 


  And her voice had been hoarse until the healing potion. But she was smiling the next day. And she wasn’t the only one. 


  “It was such beautiful music, Miss Cara. It did me well to hear it. And my children thought it was the best night they’d had in years. And the colors. Some appeared in our home, and I nearly put my belt knife through my husband.” 


  A mother greeted Cara the next day. She was more expressive than Idelt, but the dark humor made both her and her [Farmer] husband chuckle. Cara saw a pair of bashful children—both boys—peeking around at her. 


  “I’m delighted. It was just a whim—I’m sorry if it bothered anyone.” 


  She was being modest. In truth, she’d known it was good, even glorious, after people had joined in the chorus. 


  Songs to chase away fear. The woman, Meuna, turned to Idelt. 


  “It was something, wasn’t it, Mister Idelt? Songs at night. I wonder that we had not asked Violetta to play by night. Not every night, but nights like this?” 


  The [Blacksmith] nodded, then shook his head as he glanced at Cara. 


  “Some nights, Miss Meuna, Mister Frost—other nights it’s better to listen for help if help was needed.” 


  They nodded, smiles fading. Cara shifted and Idelt conceded. 


  “However, for smaller hordes? I agree. But I would have never thought of it.” 


  “We forget it can be done.” 


  Mister Frost put in. He shook his head, then nodded at Cara. 


  “We must get to work. But we would welcome more songs of that kind, Miss Cara. Thank you.” 


  They were brief. But Cara was smiling. Even then—she was humbled by an interaction with Miss Nuiena. 


  “Did you enjoy the songs, Miss Nuiena?” 


  The old [Harvester] was smacking her lips, having had a huge Gloomwren egg for breakfast. Literally the entire thing, hard boiled and eaten with salt and pepper, which she kept reapplying. That was like a damn omelette itself. 


  “That one this morning? Well enough, Miss Cara. Were you singing before that?” 


  Cara hesitated. 


  “Y-yes? All night.” 


  “Ah. I slept through it, then. I sleep like the dead—unless something breaks through my door!” 


  She laughed drily at the look on Cara’s face. And it was a reminder. You couldn’t please everyone. Still—


  most people had enjoyed the music. 


  Cara took it in for a bit, then she sang another more considered song while Violetta took a break. They traded places each time Violetta took a break; then everyone stopped for lunch. 


  “These eggs are insane.” 


  Cara stared at lunch. It was one of the Gloomwren eggs, a single one of which had made omelettes for her and Violetta. Idelt had one to himself. 


  Not that Noelictus made omelettes the same way as Cara quite knew it. For instance, she had watched as Idelt made breakfast, and the entire village stopped for food. He’d taken a cast iron pan, put it over a stone oven top with a vent for fire—much like a modern one, really! A bit of butter, yes, yes… 


  And then he’d slapped Night Cabbage into the pan and begun frying it up! It had just begun to crisp a bit when he’d added the egg. And then a bit of the undead deer venison, chopped up fine, and, to complement that, some spices, salt, pepper, and a bit of dark cheese, again, product of cows. 


  But the cabbage turned the omelette’s exterior crisp and crunchy! It was more like an egg-taco, and Cara savored it piece by piece. 


  “This is very good, Idelt! And it tastes…did you add some spice to this?” 


  She kept peering at the omelette. She hadn’t seen a single pepper flake—nor did she think it was that cheap to grow peppers or import the rarer spices. Silk road trading and all that in this medieval age. Idelt rubbed at his chin to cover a pleased look. 


  “Not at all, Miss Cara. But I have a Skill. Just one or two…” 


  “It’s father’s special technique! [Pepper Touch].” 


  Violetta whispered to Cara. The [Singer] blinked blankly. Idelt explained. 


  “It adds a bit of pepper to what I mix up.” 


  Ah. So that was why he’d stirred the Gloomwren egg yolk with a finger three times before pouring it in! 


  Cara wasn’t picky and his hands had been clean, but she’d not asked. She smiled despite herself. 


  “That’s amazing.” 


  “No, it’s just a Level 10 Skill. I barely know more than half a dozen peppers anyways.” 


  “If you knew more, would you be able to…add them?” 


  Cara saw Idelt nod. Her jaw dropped. 


  “But then—you could add whatever pepper you wanted! For free!” 


  “Yes. Well, I have to know the taste. I’ve tried buying one pepper—I’d need to pay for more than a few of them. But I have thought about it. But it’s a secondary Skill. Just for my own enjoyment.” 


  The man looked embarrassed at the attention. Violetta looked amused. 


  “Haven’t you seen cooking Skills like that, Miss Cara? Father says Level 30 Skills are a sight to behold!” 


  Cara realized she was making mountains out of what might be mole hills. She caught herself. 


  “Er—well, I never ask [Cooks] or [Chefs] their secrets.” 


  “Can you cook, Miss Cara?” 


  I can burn anything you can name, including water. The young woman was opening her mouth to say that when she had an idea. She looked at Idelt and Violetta, then winked. 


  “Actually, I don’t have, uh, Skills or the class. But I do know how to make, an um…a cake.” 


  “A what?” 


  The young woman exchanged a glance with her father. He was frowning. 


  “I don’t know what that is, Miss Cara. Can you explain?” 


  She blinked. 


  “You’ve never made one? I think you have all the ingredients. You just need sugar…you have milk, eggs, flour, right?” 


  “We have sugar and all of that! Wait, do we have sugar, father?” 


  “We bought some from the [Trader] recently. We have a bit, Violetta.” 


  Her father cautioned the [Cellist]. She looked at Cara. 


  “What is cake?” 


  “This sweet…well, it’s like bread. But sweeter. It’s a dessert and I could make it.” 


  “Really? Well, if you want to make it…father, can she use the sugar?” 


  Idelt was already nodding. Cara smiled as Violetta cleaned the dishes, promising to help if Cara needed it after performing music for the evening work. Idelt went out and began to hammer on some metal. 


  And Cara? She stood in the kitchen with all the ingredients, beaming until Violetta and Idelt were gone. 


  Then she looked at the ingredients. 


  “If I don’t do this right…I’m going to owe them sugar.” 


  And they had very little of it. It was expensive—not something one could casually afford. Cara gulped. 


  Because if she had been honest in that moment? 


  She couldn’t make cake. She had never made cake. Cake was impossible. 


  Cara had once started a grease fire, and then poured water on the flames. That was how good at cooking she was, and she had a similar level of passion for the field. 


  However. She had one advantage. And that was [One True Falsehood]. Cara rubbed her hands together. 


  “I know how to make a cake. I know how to make a cake. I was a Michelin-star chef—no, take it back. 


  I…know how to make a cake.” 


  And she did. Cara grinned with delight. And then she got to work and… 


  …Realized something. 


  Knowing how to make a cake did not mean you could make a cake. Especially if you were her. 


  


  —— 


  


  “It’s so lovely! And how do you eat it?” 


  “In slices. You put ice cream or frosting with it. Which, uh, I can’t make. You’re out of sugar, by the way, sorry.” 


  The villagers of Landsmecht crowded around. Miss Meuna took a thin slice, bit into it, and smiled slightly. 


  “Oh, a sweet bread! It’s lovely. You can borrow some of my sugar—and bring back a bag from town, Violetta.” 


  “Thank you, Miss Meuna! And can we share the cake around, Cara?” 


  “Of course, Violetta! I mean—it’s your cake.” 


  The [Singer] smiled and hid her fingers behind her back. Idelt sighed. As Violetta took slices around from the little cake Cara had made, he offered the young woman another healing potion. 


  She guiltily took it, and the cut finger and burns vanished. Cara looked at him. 


  As it turned out, knowledge of how did not equate to skill and the production thereof. Idelt had happened to hear the swearing, cries of pain, and stopped his work to help her. He had baked the cake with her knowledge. 


  [One True Falsehood] had limits. Cara sucked on a now-healed finger as she reflected on how she had failed to use it. 


  She should have said ‘I know how to bake food’, rather than, ‘I know how to make a cake’. Very important. 


  Also, the first failed cake was apparently so bad it had given a Gloomwren explosive diarrhea. Which was impressive when you thought about it. Also—slightly horrible since cakes were made with egg, and she’d fed it to the Gloomwren. 


  Cara had never claimed to be a good person. Or an honest person. And she was not a [Cook], clearly, nor would she be receiving the class. 


  “Thanks, Idelt.” 


  He looked at her and nodded. 


  “It’s good to see her smile. And you will be coming to town with us?” 


  He phrased it as a question, but Cara nodded slowly. 


  “I…don’t have many options. I lost my, um, money and my horse.” 


  “Lord Lantal will help with that. Thank you for…telling me how to bake a cake.” 


  She blushed. Idelt glanced away. But she could have sworn she saw him smile. Cara smiled too. She had another thought. 


  “You know, I also know how to play the cello.” 


  He gave her an incredulous look. Cara winked at him as she found Violetta’s cello, temporarily put in its case. She opened it, sat, like Violetta, with grace, experience, and set the bow to the strings. Then she realized something else. She gave Idelt a look after a long minute. 


  “Er…but I don’t know any songs.” 


  Violetta giggled herself silly when she heard about the cake and cello incident. The cake was well-received though, and the day was filled with packing and the villagers contributing items or wish lists. 


  For the next day—Violetta, Idelt, and Cara were headed to town. 




  1.09 P 


  “So, explain it to me again. Like I’m a child.” 


  “No one told you? Not ever? Not once?” 


  “I think I must have missed this part of it.” 


  Violetta’s eyes were frankly disbelieving, but after a second she nodded and explained once more the basics of everything. 


  “It’s luck, Cara. Well, some people say you get better Skills for secret reasons, but no one knows what they are. And there’s still luck. Each time you level up, you might get a Skill. A rare one, a normal one—


  but every ten levels, you’re guaranteed to get something special. Father says he got [Enhanced Strength] 


  at Level 20. Isn’t that right?” 


  “Mhm.” 


  Idelt placidly watched as the landscape moved by. The plough horse did likewise as the wagon rolled along. Cara scratched her head. 


  “Right. I knew that. Just—why at Level 10 and every ten levels?” 


  “Because they’re special? Anyways, if you’re really lucky, you can even change your class! You…did know that, right?” 


  Another look. Cara nodded. 


  “Obviously. It just hasn’t happened to me yet. And I was, um, wondering when.” 


  “Me too. I didn’t even start as a [Fiddler] or [Musician]. I became a [Cellist] straight off. Father says that was because I was taught well. Right, father?” 


  “Yes, Violetta. Your mother taught you so you got a better class.” 


  “But I could have consolidated my class. Hernon got a party when he became a [Harvester] from a 


  [Farmer]. I was so jealous.” 


  “Don’t be jealous, Violetta.” 


  The young woman’s face twisted into rebellious sulking. And it was funny to see this after the zombie siege two nights ago. Like this—they were father and daughter. 


  And Cara, who was wishing she had somewhere to write all this down. Well—she had a good memory. 


  But what a weird, almost arbitrary, system. 


  Leveling up was still weird to Cara. She’d been probing Violetta and Idelt for more knowledge. Dalius had explained a bit, but he’d been dead and lost his Skills. 


  What Cara now knew was that Skills didn’t appear every level, which made sense, but there were certain points where a Skill was guaranteed. Apparently, at Level 10, you got an even better Skill than normal. 


  The wagon jolted, and Cara bumped her back against the side of the wagon. She rubbed at the sore spot, which had been hit repeatedly the last hour. 


  She was riding in the back of a wagon loaded up with wheat, ready for milling. Violetta sat next to her, anxiously checking the cello as she carried it across their laps. She didn’t have a case; the cello had stayed in the village except when it needed repairs. 


  Idelt himself was driving the wagon. It was a huge honor, being asked to play in town, let alone at the keep. Cara hadn’t realized how important it was until she’d refused outright to play for one of the aristocracy. Violetta had spent the rest of the day bullying and cajoling Cara, not even allowing her proper rest until Cara agreed—reluctantly—to give him a chance. 


  “If I do well, I can earn money. Lord Lantal is generous, and so is Lady Risel. Maybe I’ll attract attention—


  this is my chance, Cara!” 


  The [Actress] understood wanting your big break. And Violetta had saved Cara from undead rabbits and been unstintingly generous. For her, Cara had put aside her hatred of institutionalized classism and put on a good face. 


  And she was still learning. 


  “What’s a good class to you, Violetta? I mean, uh—not that I’m not familiar with classes. I just…don’t know Noelictus’ special classes.” 


  That stumped the [Cellist]. 


  “Well…there are tons. I want to be a [Renowned Cellist], for instance. I’d get more powerful Skills—like making my cello loud, or even automatically repairing itself. Father wants to be a [Puremetal Smith]. He wanted to study with the Dwarves.” 


  “Dwarves?” 


  There was a quiet harrumph from the front of the wagon. Idelt turned his head. 


  “Violetta. Don’t be so talkative.” 


  His ears were red. Violetta giggled, and Cara smiled. 


  “I’ve never met a Dwarf. Er—” 


  She realized that might be a mistake, but Violetta nodded. 


  “They’re not in Izril anymore, right? I’ve never seen one either; they mostly keep to big cities, but father says they’re the best [Smiths] in the world. Have you not seen Dwarves in your travels?” 


  “No, but it’s, uh, chance. You know? You don’t see everyone in a big city. D-Drakes now, all the time.” 


  Cara kept a straight face as Violetta and Idelt glanced at her. The [Cellist] hesitated. 


  “What are they like? The…the Dragon-people? I mean, I know they’re descended from Dragons, but are they really as greedy as people say? And violent?” 


  The [Singer] sat back contemplatively, as if chewing over the question. 


  “You know…people are people. Have I met violent Drakes? Possibly. Have I met violent Humans? 


  Again—people are people.” 


  The young woman seemed to be impressed by the vague platitudes. She nodded, wide-eyed. 


  “Then what about Gnolls? Are they really…giant furry people? How do you, I don’t know, talk with them?” 


  Wookies? Cara desperately changed subjects. 


  “You know, I think we can perform together. Why don’t we practice that song I taught you.” 


  “Really? You want me?” 


  Cara felt at her pocket and felt a bit worried. But only a bit. She had the spark, and she saw it in Violetta. 


  “My, uh, magical artifact is out of power. But I know a lot of songs. And I know some perfect parts for you.” 


  …8% after playing in the fields. A pit formed in Cara’s stomach, and she pushed it away. Think of what she could do without using it. 


  A cello could cover a lot of music. And with the drum Cara had borrowed from Landsmecht—they could at least put on a good performance. Whether it was something a [Princess] would appreciate, Cara wondered. But she had other abilities. 


  “Cara. Why did you want those stones?” 


  Violetta was peering at a sack of stones Cara had gathered. Black and white, half of each color for variety. Five to be exact. Cara smiled. 


  “Just to liven up the act. I’m a woman of many talents. Well…this isn’t exactly the same as the stage, but you said we could earn money performing outside the keep, right?” 


  “That’s right. Townsfolk have lots of money.” 


  Cara wondered if that was bias, especially from Idelt’s grimace that said he preferred more money than they gave him. But she was penniless so she’d take the risk. Cara sat back. 


  “Trust me, Violetta. I think we can earn some money. Just practice that song. Let’s go over the notes again.” 


  She began to hum, and Violetta copied the complex tune. Idelt smiled as Cara began to sing and beat on the drum. Oh yes, they’d impress someone. And make money as well. Cara might be out of practice with some of her talents— 


  But she could always wash dishes. Right? 


  


  —— 


  


  The 4th Princess of Calanfer, Seraphel du Marquin was bored. She knew Lord Lantal and Lady Riesel were trying, but the truth was that their efforts were doomed. 


  “How long am I to be here?” 


  She snapped at her [Handmaiden]. Mariel and Ser Dalimont both flinched. The Thronebearer [Knight] 


  bowed stiffly. 


  “Your Highness, it is an unavoidable delay. Until your safety is assured, I cannot permit you to leave the keep or town. An escort is making from Noelictus’ capital, but it will be three more days yet.” 


  “Why? With a movement-Skill—” 


  Some [Riders] could race about, covering over a hundred miles in a day. Couriers, the messengers who bore letters and packages across the world, could outrace even magical horses on foot. 


  “Apparently, Noelictus’ armies are putting down a series of Goblin raids, milady. And it would take a group of Thronebearers from Calanfer—” 


  Dalimont ducked a goose-pillow Seraphel hurled. The [Princess] sat back, scowling. 


  The problem was her. She did not have the ability to ride 200 miles in a day—nor was she a high-level 


  [Rider], or [Cavalry Lord]—or any of the other classes that gave you speed on foot or horseback or so on. 


  And her escort had been, as mentioned, cheap. She scowled at Dalimont. 


  “That’s just like father. He could lean on any [Knight]-order in the region, but he’d rather let Noelictus save face. What about Ovela? Isn’t my fiancé ruler of this region?” 


  It was a mark of Ser Dalimont’s diplomatic Skills that he didn’t sweat as he replied. Mariel was fidgeting. 


  “The Earl of Twilight is, er, apparently engaged with a border conflict with Ailendamus, Lady Seraphel. 


  He sends his regrets that his personal forces are occupied. He is in joint command of his house with his sister—” 


  “This is unacceptable!” 


  The [Princess] shouted in the room that had belonged to Lord Lantal and Lady Risel. Her patience had run out. She stood up and swept from the room. 


  “Lady Seraphel—” 


  “Your Highness, please—” 


  The [Princess] stalked into the corridor to find the [Mage] in town and give her father an earful. But she was stopped by a woman who was coming to meet her with a boy in her arms. 


  “Oh, Your Highness. Is something wrong?” 


  “Lady Risel. No, nothing.” 


  Seraphel’s scowl turned into a quick smile as she spotted Lady Risel and her son, Culin, in her arms. The boy looked sulky and ill-tempered. Seraphel envied him his ability to project. 


  The [Lady] of House Afiele wasn’t fooled by Seraphel’s good face. She eyed the two apprehensive servants and bowed apologetically. 


  “I’m terribly sorry, Your Highness. I’ve heard of the delay in an escort. My husband will of course send as many of Afiele’s guard forth as possible, but we cannot even assure your safe passage to a city—” 


  She looked deeply embarrassed. Seraphel wanted to blush for her. 


  “Not at all, Lady Risel. As I said, I’m in your debt, and a [Princess] of Calanfer is nothing if not mindful of her obligations.” 


  She meant that, at least. Lord Lantal had saved her, even if the attack was meant for him. Moreover, Seraphel had sympathies for such a…a… 


  Well, a frankly small and impoverished little holding like this. Lord Lantal had a standing military force of about four dozen warriors. He had a grand total of five small villages under his control, and Seraphel was certain she could have matched the total annual income of his estates if she sold one of the rings on her fingers. 


  What was so strange was that she liked Afiele. Not the weather, or the landscape, which was dreary. But Risel and Lord Lantal had a charm about them. They seemed like honest people who worked hard and cared for their lands as best they could. Which was a rarity in Calanfer and especially among the nobility that Seraphel had known. 


  “Three days is not much of an imposition, Lady Risel. And I shall remember your hospitality once I…wed.” 


  The woman smiled, clearly unconvinced. She jiggled her son as he openly yawned. 


  “It’s rude to yawn among company, Culin. Won’t you greet the [Princess]?” 


  “No. I’m bored.” 


  The boy of six announced loudly. Risel turned red, and Seraphel—laughed. 


  “Don’t worry, Risel. He reminds me of my younger sister. All lack of manners and boorish temperament. 


  But your boy’s what, six? My sister has twelve years on him. Are Culin and, ah, Sasi, bored?” 


  “They’re used to the capital. I lived there for the first few years; Afiele’s keep was in need of repairs and Lantal thought it best—we had an outbreak of Acid Flies. Not a place for children. There’s more to do in the capital. And of late…with that [Necromancer] on the run, we can’t let them play anywhere other than in town.” 


  “I see.” 


  Seraphel made a sympathetic expression. She bent over so Culin could look at her. He did, with that wary reserve of children. 


  “It seems you and I are both in need of guards for the moment, Lord Culin. I hope you won’t trouble your mother too much.” 


  “But I’m bored.” 


  The [Lord] squeaked as his mother pinched him. Lady Risel looked apologetically at Seraphel. 


  “I believe Lantal has arranged some entertainment, Lady Seraphel. I know it is an imposition—so he has reached out to Duchess Grishen and organized a small banquet. I understand there will be some—


  entertainment.” 


  Her eyes flickered. She didn’t know what the entertainment was. Seraphel saw Culin groan. 


  “I hate Duchess Grishen. She’s mean.” 


  “Culin, Duchess Grishen is an elderly lady. Very venerable…ah…” 


  Oh dead gods, she’s an old battleaxe. Seraphel knew the type. And entertainment? If she had to watch a bunch of idiots pretending to be [Fools] with less than ten levels between them or listen to those depressing songs from Afiele’s fields she’d heard yesterday morning—she forced a smile. 


  “How lovely. I do enjoy banquets.” 


  Risel gave her another smile. 


  “We have bought the best foods available, Princess Seraphel.” 


  “You needn’t have bothered. Really…I should love to meet this Duchess Grishen.” 


  The two gave each other perfectly lovely smiles as Culin yawned. If you listened closely, you could hear their internal screaming. 


  


  —— 


  


  The trip to Adreissel was largely uneventful, although it was enjoyable. Violetta and Cara sang in the back of the wagon, practicing one of the songs, and the music filled the air. 


  Music was how you passed the time away. Music and stories. Cara was a big believer in such things. And she found Violetta friendly, having a good voice and obviously a strong sense of rhythm and pitch—but she was shy, reluctant to contemplate singing in front of people. 


  Which was odd for someone who performed in front of her village each day in a solo act. But that was the job she was used to. 


  Indeed, Cara began to realize how much culture affected personality. For instance, they stopped for a bathroom break after two hours and Cara heard a shout. 


  “Father! Father—there’s an undead!” 


  Cara and Idelt spun around. Violetta emerged from the nearby copse of trees—not at a run, but a walk. 


  Idelt had his hammer in hand—Cara had a long knife she’d been given for self-defense. 


  “What kind?” 


  Idelt paused as he saw Violetta wasn’t so much fearful as anxious. The young woman pointed. 


  “It’s—it’s—” 


  An undead mouse. Actually, a family of undead mice. Six small, zombified baby ones and one mother or father. All dead, all slowly, slowly crawling towards them. All had bite marks; but the mother looked like her neck had been snapped. 


  There was a terrible story here. Cara stared at the children—and imagined the undead mother coming after them. 


  “That’s horrible.” 


  She felt sick. Idelt looked at Violetta. The young woman was clearly upset too. He sighed. 


  “Violetta. Why are you telling us? They’re undead.” 


  “But father, I don’t want to kill the baby mice!” 


  “You have your boots on.” 


  “You’re right here. Can’t you…?” 


  Cara realized that Violetta wasn’t so much horrified by the familicide so much as reluctant to stomp on the mice or use her knife. She had a whining tone in her voice. Idelt, on the other hand, folded his arms. 


  “I am not going to kill your undead for you, Violetta. You are a grown woman. And you’re embarrassing yourself in front of Miss Cara.” 


  Violetta blinked—then turned red as she remembered Cara’s presence. She hesitated—one of the mice nibbled on her boot heel. 


  “Fine.” 


  Cara saw her lift a boot and— 


  Violetta was a shy girl. Really, she was. But culture meant she whined about killing undead mice rather than, say, taking out the trash. 


  Did this affect the journey? Not much. Not at all. The wagon rolled on without any further stops. And nor were many more undead seen; the wildlife did know how to protect itself from most undead attacks. It was a fact of life. 


  The only change was, perhaps, that Cara turned down the snack for brunch. Also—she might skip lunch. 


  And dinner. 


  


  —— 


  


  Princess Seraphel du Marquin greeted Lord Lantal as he returned from another ride. It was the thing to do; and she had literally nothing else to pass the time. Her father was not responding to her snippy 


  [Messages]. He must be ignoring her. 


  Thus, rather than wasting silver and gold coins per spell cast—the Mage’s Guild charged per word—she tried to invest herself in Noelictus’ rich…undead…culture. 


  It actually wasn’t hard. Oh, Seraphel had ignored all the books she’d been gifted by her mother when she’d heard of the engagement on Noelictus. She cared not at all about the history of the nation. 


  Politically, Noelictus was rather reclusive. It earned money from its huge agricultural basis and did not tend to instigate wars. 


  Ailendamus, its neighbor, by contrast, was a firebrand empire that had pushed Noelictus and other nations as well as absorbed multiple kingdoms already. This marriage would strengthen Noelictus and Calanfer’s ties, both of whom were close to the strong, aggressive kingdom, which was like a goose among…ducks. No, a swan. They were even more vicious. 


  However, Seraphel could learn of Noelictus through Lord Lantal and Lady Risel’s lives. She saw the two children run up as their father dismounted with his six retainers. 


  Six, accompanying the [Lord] of the realm. Seraphel had never walked about with less than ten bodyguards and servants. She knew all hands were needed for harvesting, guard duty, and so on, but it was still fascinating to see Afiele’s ways. 


  “Father, did you find any undead?” 


  “Just a fox. Too rotten to do anything with. We had to bury it—eurgh. It was full of maggots. Risel, I crave a bath—” 


  Lantal was embracing his children when he saw Seraphel. The [Princess] felt her stomach roiling. Had he handled the thing himself? It sounded like he had! 


  “Apologies, your Highness.” 


  He bowed. Ser Dalimont and the Thronebearers looked frankly horrified. 


  “I am quite alright, Lord Lantal.” 


  She lied, smiling at Risel as she ordered a bath drawn. The [Princess] eyed the man. 


  “Do you patrol every day?” 


  “Every day. We try to send three patrols out and ride across all of Afiele. Well, they’re combining that with the search for that [Necromancer]. It’s generally safe. Small undead are the most we find.” 


  “But you always find undead?” 


  Lantal smiled grimly. 


  “Animals more than people, Your Highness. I was told they do not become undead in other lands. Or if so—rarely. But Afiele and Noelictus are special.” 


  Special indeed. Seraphel glanced at Ser Dalimont. 


  “I do not recall anything like that. We buried our poor family dog three years ago—and she needed no preparations, although we did make sure she was in a secure wood casket to prevent reanimation.” 


  “Did you take off the head?” 


  Lantal saw Seraphel blanch at the thought of having to behead Moppy, the royal dog. Ser Dalimont hastily interrupted. 


  “That is not necessary in other nations, Lord Lantal. Rest assured, we took precautions. But animals and people do not…rise. People more than animals, yes, but a zombified bear as you fought recently is a rare, rare thing. Mostly, the undead rise after battles or great calamitous events that are not disposed of.” 


  “I see. How strange.” 


  Lantal shook his head. Seraphel wanted to ask him to reverse his thinking. 


  Then again, she wondered if he thought they were irresponsible for not beheading every creature that died. Perhaps they were. 


  “I know of undead in general, Lord Lantal. But would you care to speak on the subject ere your bath is drawn?” 


  They’d have to draw it from the keep’s wells, and then heat it up. Plenty of time for a chat. Lord Lantal agreed, and his children reluctantly let go. 


  “I thought we were going to ride. You promised!” 


  The boy whined. Lantal turned to them, sternly. 


  “Later, Culin, Sasi. I must speak with Her Highness. You would not want to embarrass Afiele, would you?” 


  That wasn’t what Seraphel had intended! She felt guilty as Lord Lantal washed his hands, removed his armor, and then sat in the outdoor garden around the keep. One of the [Handmaidens] fanned Seraphel, and a [Thronebearer] stood watch. 


  It made Lantal patently uncomfortable, but Seraphel only remembered they were there because he kept looking at them. Different lives indeed. She had never touched a corpse. She didn’t think she’d even hauled a bucket out of a well, not once. 


  “I thank you for your time, Lord Lantal. It seems you’re kept busy at all hours, tending to Afiele.” 


  “It’s my duty, Your Highness. It’s not difficult work.” 


  “Surely you jest! I don’t know many [Lords] who ride to combat at least once a week!” 


  He half-shrugged, looking embarrassed. 


  “Zombies aren’t hard to kill, Princess Seraphel. Even bears can only lumber so fast. A child could outrun them for an hour. It’s escaping them for a day or many of them that’s so tricky.” 


  “So you say, so you say. But Afiele’s people seem a…resilient lot to me. I can’t imagine one of Calanfer’s children being prepared to kill an undead chicken.” 


  He was surprised at that. 


  “You mean they can’t?” 


  “Won’t, Lord Lantal. I don’t know if I could myself.” 


  The man blinked at her. 


  “It’s not hard. If you don’t want to kick one, you can find a rock or brick and…” 


  He didn’t seem to get it. Lady Risel, on the other hand, sighed as she joined them. 


  “The bath’s warming up. Lantal, I think Princess Seraphel means that it’s not something one becomes used to outside of Noelictus.” 


  “Ah. Of course, forgive me, Princess.” 


  “Seraphel.” 


  She corrected him gently. He stumbled over her name. Risel smiled. 


  “What Lantal doesn’t say is that his class and role as [Lord] sees him fight zombies and stronger undead. 


  Even Afiele’s people seldom fight actual, Human zombies, Seraphel. I haven’t ever killed one, for instance.” 


  “Ah. I begin to see. Just lesser undead. Rodents, animals…” 


  Seraphel sipped from some prepared tea. Mariel offered Risel a cup; it was good stuff from Calanfer. 


  Noelictus’ brews were dark, earthy, and made Seraphel crave sugar to cut the taste. Or honey! Did Afiele have bees? If they did, it wouldn’t be an imposition to ask… 


  She had a terrible thought all of a sudden and glanced around. 


  “…Lantal, Risel? May I ask what might be a silly question? Er…are there undead insects? Worms?” 


  The couple blinked at her. Then Lantal smiled and instantly tried to hide it. Risel was more graceful about it. Seraphel smiled ruefully; she saw even the [Thronebearer] was turning her head away. 


  “That was a silly question, wasn’t it?” 


  “Not at all, Your Highness. Culin barely had the presence of mind to ask me last year…er…” 


  Lantal realized he was putting Seraphel on the same level as his son, and hesitated. Risel swooped in. 


  They did make a charming couple. Seraphel hated it as much as they made her like them. 


  “Insects do not become undead, Princess Seraphel.” 


  “At least, not normally. You can get gigantic undead spiders…” 


  “Lantal.” 


  Risel elbowed him. Hard. Seraphel was appalled. 


  “Undead…?” 


  “It’s highly unusual, even in Noelictus. Spiders, insects, worms—all lack the basic ability to become undead. Because they lack bones.” 


  “Bones?” 


  “Death magic is stored in bones. I think one of Noelictus’ [Scholars] once investigated the phenomenon for the Hunter’s Guild. It takes extreme concentrations of death magic to produce that kind of undead naturally.” 


  “And unnaturally?” 


  Seraphel remembered the [Necromancer]. She turned. 


  “Did the Necromancer of Terandria, Az’kerash, ever raise insects?” 


  The name of that monster made the [Thronebearer] shift. Mariel shuddered. Lantal and Risel shook their heads. 


  “Not that I can remember. Undead giants, spectral undead like ghosts, Wraiths…Draug, his vanguard, Ghouls, Crypt Lords…” 


  Lantal began listing types of undead. Seraphel sipped from her tea cup and decided to change subjects. 


  “Perhaps that’s enough about undead, Lantal, Risel. Does Noelictus have any monsters, what with all this competition?” 


  Every place had monsters. Risel smiled. 


  “We do. But they are second to undead most of the time. We used to have terrible Bagrhaven colonies until the Hunter’s Guild cleared them out.” 


  “Bagrhavens?” 


  Seraphel didn’t know many monsters either. Lantal explained. 


  “Giant, winged, feral scavengers and predators. They look like filthy, er, nude women with wings, some of them. Others are completely feathered. They tend to prey on travellers, animals, and drag them to their nests where they’re eaten…” 


  Risel kicked him as Seraphel turned pale. 


  It did not need to be said, but monsters and undead were not pleasant tea time conversations. Then again, Seraphel already knew that and she had asked. She wondered if this would be her regular social conversation in Noelictus from now on. 


  …Maybe it was time to add something stronger to the tea. Still, she passed her time relatively pleasantly. Counting down her sojourn here. It wasn’t as if she was looking forwards to leaving more than staying. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Necromancer] scrambled through the forest, panting. His enchanted black robes were intact, his staff still glowed with magic, but he had lost his acolytes. He was winded. Dirty. 


  “Damn you. Damn Calanfer and damn you, Lantal—” 


  The man, Feremont. His hair was white. Bleached, not naturally white. He had copied his mentor, the great Az’kerash, the Necromancer. His friends used to tease him about it. 


  His…friends. 


  Not the fools who’d perished back there in the ambush. They were half-competent lowlifes. 


  Apprentices, in a sense. More like hired thugs with a passion for necromancy. 


  [Mercenaries], in truth. Like he was. Feren kept running, feeling at his side now and then. However, he’d gotten lucky; the festering wound was healed over, and he was back to full strength. Luck. He had luck, if a bitter, twisted pool of it. 


  Indeed, he’d been so close. The money had been good. Kill the Lord of Afiele. That was step one. Feren’s teeth were clenched so hard they might crack. 


  It had been a perfect ambush. If only a [Princess] hadn’t been riding through the forest at that exact time— 


  The man cursed as he hurried, trying to combine stealth and speed. He had to hide. The entire region would be hunting for him. He could kill any peasant or single tracker, even a group of them. He was powerful in death magic. But an army— 


  “Hundreds of undead. My apprentices! Years of preparation, wasted!” 


  The man snarled. He’d lost everything. Keeping his cabal of [Necromancers] secret, training them, stealing corpses from graves, treating with [Bandits] and other lowlifes—for what? 


  His name was Feremont. Friends called him Feren. And now a [Princess] of Calanfer knew his nickname! 


  He would be hunted. At least he couldn’t be scried with only a nickname. He had an anti-scrying ring, but they might try to find him with greater magics than the ring could prevent. 


  But he would always have been hunted. That knowledge—and hatred—kept him moving, even days after his flight. He was worn ragged, but this was his life. It always had been, the moment he had gone down this road. 


  They had pushed him down it long ago. Now? He was a wand for hire, though his employers would slaughter him if he tried to tell anyone who was paying him. 


  But his revenge on Terandria? That, he would have done for free. Feren stopped to pant, clutching at his side. He forced more curses out—this time at his destroyed army of the dead. Zombies and skeletons pilfered from graves, the idiots who couldn’t even cast [Deathbolt]. 


  “Useless. Useless, all of you. All I had were ghouls. If I had the bodies, time—I could animate Crypt Lords. 


  Draug!” 


  The [Necromancer] had once been part of a true cabal. Full of powerful individuals who practiced death magic. But they had split apart. One had been captured. And she had been an artisan of death. 


  Gewilena. 


  The apprentice who’d joined them had run off to join the Academy of [Mages], at Wistram. 


  Pisces. 


  And the others had split away, after those hunting them had gotten too close. Xorce, the girl who’d named herself, Rednei. Loxus. Ama. 


  But if they’d been together… 


  Feremont remembered them as he paused beside a tree. This latest cult of fools? Incomparable to the one before. There had been talent, art, even…hope. Of a kind. 


  He remembered smiling. The [Necromancer] closed his eyes for a moment and recalled the chiming of that stupid bell. Laughter. 


  A field being farmed by undead. How ironic that he should now be attacking a place like that. Afiele was just a glorified farmstead, tended to by the living. Why not the dead? Why not like Khelt? Why— 


  Why did they murder her? 


  His eyes snapped open. He’d almost passed out. The [Necromancer] was slumped against the base of the tree. Wearily, he pulled himself up. Move. He had to move. They would be closing the net… 


  “Bodies. I need bodies.” 


  He came to a road and hesitated. Down it lay one of Afiele’s few villages… 


  He could slaughter a village if there were no high-level individuals among them. But the Hunter’s Guild in Noelictus was fearsome. They would track him all the harder; they could and had slaughtered hordes of thousands of undead. 


  And it was a village. Feremont looked down the road, towards distant stacks of smoke and the houses that he could not see, but surely produced them. He dismissed the first thought. 


  He was not a monster. And if he did monstrous things…no. He didn’t need to raise the alarm, even if he could…acquire bodies. There was a way to wipe out nations by slowly accumulating dead—but he doubted he could manage it. He needed hundreds, thousands of corpses to begin that horde. Right now the only body he possessed was his own. 


  Better to hide. The [Necromancer] cast his favorite spell. [Invisibility]. He vanished and crossed the dirt road, heading towards the forest beyond. 


  He rustled among the trees and grass. Hide. Flee Noelictus and damn the job. There was no way he could take the keep, anyways. Not even if he had a hundred zombies— 


  The [Necromancer] stopped. He was in the middle of a small forest, having hid from all people for the last two days, travelling at night. But now—he turned his head. He had been running for the border. 


  The nation bordering this one, Ailendamus, would shelter him for a month or two while he accumulated a second horde. Two months, and he could try again, though he’d have to be fast and lucky. They’d give him that time and perhaps the bodies or flunkies necessary for a second attempt. Albeit reluctantly. He would have excuses to make, but he’d have another chance; his employers knew he was dangerous enough to keep alive. 


  “Someday I will turn on them too. Noelictus, Ailendamus, Calanfer, and then…” 


  Feremont clung to that. His list, which would eventually include every Terandrian kingdom. First, survival, though. He began to head away, preparing to argue for his life by pointing out the flaw in the intelligence he had been given. His employer, the [Baron], was normally so…precise. 


  But something called to him as Feren stumbled through the forest, arresting his flight. It was not one of his five senses, but another sense. 


  Magic. It hung in the air. Noelictus was a place of death, perfect for his kind. The only thing that discouraged [Necromancers] was the vigilance of the Hunter’s Guild, worse than even adventurers. 


  And the fact that bodies were so carefully disposed of. [Necromancers] needed bodies to practice their craft, after all; summoning ghosts and spirits was beyond all but the long-dead masters. The 


  [Necromancer] had been blessed with a surplus of magic—and nothing to use it on. 


  But now—he felt something. 


  “What is that?” 


  Feremont had never felt this before. The man slowed. He walked forwards, still invisible. Something… 


  Called him. 


  The rift in the ground where the earth had collapsed had yet to fill in with rain and debris. The 


  [Necromancer] stopped when he saw the broken stone. The earth. The open crypt. His eyes went round. 


  “One of the Crypts of Noelictus? But they were supposed to be sealed!” 


  Sealed, after the dead had suborned the living. Centuries ago. Not even Az’kerash, his mentor, had broken the crypts; Noelictus had fought desperately to keep him from unearthing their dead. 


  The dead that gave the land such fertility and strength. The [Necromancer] hesitated at the opening. 


  Could this be? It was too easy. It had to be a trap. 


  But no one could fake that much…slowly, the man descended the dirt slope. He kept his staff raised. But he was invisible. And as he stepped foot in the tomb he felt it. 


  “Dead gods.” 


  Feremont whispered into the mass grave. This was no trick. He walked into the tomb. And his hand holding his staff shook. He felt it. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Hundreds of thousands of bodies. 


  Waiting for him. They were sealed away, in stone coffins that prevented their rising. But it was just stone. The magic wards protecting this place—were gone. 


  The [Necromancer] raised his staff. He laughed wildly, exuberantly. This changed everything! This changed the world! He could do it! And more—he could kill every single one on his list! He would be rewarded beyond belief! He could— 


  “Intruder. You stink of death magic. Begone from this place.” 


  A voice echoed from around him. The [Necromancer] froze. A figure stepped out of the shadows, his form pale. 


  “A ghost?” 


  The living man backed up as Ser Dalius rose out of the ground. The [Knight] lifted his sword. And his eyes focused on the patch of air where the [Necromancer] was invisible. But the eyes of the dead couldn’t be so easily fooled. 


  “I see you, [Necromancer]. Begone. The Tomb of Afiele is not for your kind to despoil. Flee. And you may live before I cut you down.” 


  The [Necromancer] wavered as he saw the ghostly-knight. His mind flickered in sudden alarm. Legends of the ancient protectors of the crypts. But—his hand tightened on his staff. 


  Feremont appeared. Ser Dalius narrowed his eyes. The [Mage] slowly lowered his staff. He smiled, licking his lips nervously. 


  “Sir Ghost. I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I am just a traveller—” 


  The greatsword made no sound as the [Knight] drew it. But the [Necromancer] still froze. Ser Dalius aimed the blade at his heart. 


  “Do not lie, sir. I sense your intent and magic. Lay down your staff and go. Before I cut you down. This is your last warning.” 


  The man felt sweat beading on his forehead and neck. He eyed the ghostly-knight. He felt the power and the weight of the warning. 


  But. The [Necromancer]’s eyes flickered towards the broken doors. To the ghost. 


  “Sir Ghost, I will of course do as you ask.” 


  Feremont made a show of putting down his staff. Dalius watched, not relaxing. The [Necromancer] 


  backed up, raising his hands and smiling. 


  “This is just a misunderstanding. I was travelling when I saw—” 


  “Do not. Lie.” 


  Dalius watched the living man’s face contort. 


  “Sir Knight, I would not lie. I did not expect one of Noelictus’ tombs to be open. Who would dream of that? As I said, I was on my way when I sensed the change in the world.” 


  That was true. Dalius hesitated. His sword tip lowered, but only just. 


  “Has Noelictus allowed [Necromancers] to walk the lands? I very much doubt that.” 


  “We are a necessity, Sir Knight.” 


  The [Necromancer] huffily adjusted his robes. Ser Dalius wasn’t convinced. He glanced at the opening to the crypt. Oh, how it called to him. He’d seen a squirrel run into the tomb. A squirrel. Dalius had admired it for an hour before it had gotten bored and left. He hesitated. 


  “You will leave this place at once and never return. If you do—you will die the instant you set foot in here.” 


  “Of course.” 


  The man watched Ser Dalius very cautiously. The [Knight] hesitated. He glanced at Feremont. And had to ask. 


  “…Did you see a young woman on your way here, by any chance?” 


  “What? A young woman?” 


  The [Necromancer] blinked. The ghost glared impatiently. 


  “Yes! Her name is—she might have given you some other name. But a young woman. You haven’t, have you? She’s probably—gone.” 


  He saw the living man flick at his white hair. Feremont paused, shook his head. 


  “Not a young woman in the singular. There’s a village nearby. I passed by that. There are young women of all sorts around there. Of course—they might be in trouble.” 


  “Trouble?” 


  Ser Dalius focused on the word. The [Necromancer] nodded solemnly. 


  “Oh yes. A bear died and caused a minor horde of undead to spawn. They were converging on the village. I was actually on my way to quell them when I was distracted. If anyone was in the woods, well—


  I hope they’re safe.” 


  “A horde?” 


  Ser Dalius couldn’t pale or change the color of his skin, but he looked past the [Necromancer]. He recalled the bone giant—and looked at the sunlight coming into the tomb. He wavered. And thought of Cara. Then he made up his mind. 


  “Show me this village. We are leaving this tomb, [Necromancer]. Walk ahead of me.” 


  “But I—” 


  “Turn around and move. Pick up the staff and go.” 


  The living man spluttered, but Ser Dalius insisted. The [Necromancer] turned. Feremont slowly picked up the staff and walked towards the opening. He saw, out of the corner of his eye, the ghost-[Knight] 


  staring longingly at the sky. 


  “Sir Knight, I really am capable of handling the horde—” 


  “Be silent. Walk. I do not trust you. Nor will I leave the tomb unguarded with your kind about.” 


  The [Knight] hurried the [Necromancer] towards the opening. He stopped, at a place where the sunlight touched shadows. Stared up at the sky. 


  The white-haired [Necromancer] adjusted his robes. He took a grip on his staff and saw Ser Dalius waver. The sun was already setting, but for a moment, the fall sky was full of color. The ghost began to step forwards. Into the light. 


  “Sir Knight. If I might say one thing?” 


  Dalius scowled. 


  “Wh—” 


  “[Command Undead]. [Flash Step].” 


  The [Necromancer] pointed his staff to one side as he stepped back. He vanished—and blurred away from Dalius. The ghost froze in midair, mid-step. He turned his head. 


  “You—” 


  He could still move. But the command had slowed him. The [Necromancer] tsked. He was still too weak to control ghosts. A pity. He raised his staff. 


  “[Animate Ghouls]. Sir Ghost…I wanted to just say this. Thank you for the opportunity. [Lance of Light]!” 


  He pointed his staff and searing light shot forwards. Ser Dalius screamed as he felt pain for the first time since his death. He charged, or tried to. But something was slowing him. And then—he heard the first coffin’s lid crash to the ground. 




  1.10 P 


  The midnight fields of Afiele were what the region was known for. 


  Food. Afiele was not a large province, or major duchy. But it was productive. The land of Afiele swore fealty to Noelictus of course, and the capital, Menorome, and more immediately to the Earldom of Ovela, whose [Earl] or [Countess] or…both…managed the lesser [Lords]. 


  To Ovela, Afiele tithed its only real resource—food. To Menorome, it gave…more food. Afiele was good at growing food. Its villages could provide for a good portion of Noelictus’ needs alone, and the excess was shipped across Terandria, even the world. Noelictus was bountiful, even if it was dreary. 


  And that made the Kingdom of Shade poor. 


  Culin and Sasi had learned all this growing up. Well—Sasi thought Culin had learned it, but sometimes he forgot things. He was only six, and he wasn’t nearly as smart as she was—three years older. 


  They had gotten lessons from the [Tutor], Mister Lecte, until their father, Lord Lantal Afiele, had decided it was too costly. And then in the capital, they had attended a private little academy designed to raise the young nobility and elite of Noelictus’ society…again, until they had had to come home to Afiele. 


  Thereafter they had gotten lessons from their mother, Lady Risel Afiele. 


  It had been their mother who explained what the [Tutor] and [Carers] and [Teachers] had not. The reason why some of Sasi’s classmates had laughed when she told them she was from Afiele, and why the keep always needed repairs that never got done, and so on was because Afiele was poor. 


  “Afiele is important, Culin, Sasi. Our produce has kept the people of Noelictus alive in sparse winters. 


  Because of the people of Afiele, there is grain in storage, and people can eat Gloomwren eggs. We feed Ovela’s armies, and Noelictus trades on our produce. But being important does not mean we are loved. 


  Sometimes, we take important things for granted.” 


  “But Mother, if Afiele is important, why don’t we charge more for grain?” 


  Sasi thought she asked a very good question each time, but Lady Risel would sigh. 


  “Because there are many farms and provinces that make food, Sasi. We are neither unique nor large enough to demand more. But take pride in Afiele. Your father has worked hard to make us safe and happy.” 


  It was true that Afiele was safe. Happy—well, Sasi and Culin would beg to differ some days. But they knew their father, Lord Lantal, was beloved. He went about slaying the undead that appeared with Afiele’s small household retainers, who were, of course, better than other [Lord]’s standing forces because they fought the undead at least once a week! 


  They might be poor, but they were good fighters. And there was always enough to eat, even if it was the same sort of thing. 


  The problem was…it was so boring. 


  “Mother. There’s nothing to do.” 


  “Sasi, please. I’m working on this dinner. Ah—Edert, can you try to make a custard? We have the eggs for it…” 


  The [Cook] twisted his hands as he and Risel stood together in the small kitchen of the keep. Sasi folded her arms, but her mother was too preoccupied to notice. 


  “But will it be properly Calanfer-style custard, Lady Risel?” 


  “I’m sure Princess Seraphel won’t mind, Edert. She has been very gracious. Just do your best—don’t make it too sweet, mind, we can always add sugar—” 


  “I’m terrified, milady! If I should offend her…” 


  The man wiped at his balding pate. He was a low-level [Cook], although Sasi and Culin thought he was great. But if he was high-level—like over Level 30—he wouldn’t have been employed in Afiele. He would have taken his Skills to the capital or a bigger city. 


  Risel soothed the nervous man. 


  “If there is any problem, Edert, I will take full responsibility. Your name need never come into it. The custard? And for the salad, I think some of our imported produce. Strawberries?” 


  “That’s costly, Lady Risel.” 


  Sasi’s mother grimaced. Sasi glanced at the bowl of small, slightly wizened strawberries shipped from up north. Or maybe as far as Baleros? She longed to sneak a few. Culin actually tried, edging towards the bowl with the delicacies. His mother instantly turned and gave him a warning look. 


  “Those are for Princess Seraphel and dinner, Culin. Hands off. We have enough, Edert. Duchess Grishen has kindly given some of her stores to us. We must thank her when she arrives…which means you will be more polite, Sasi.” 


  “Mother. Duchess Grishen hates me!” 


  The young [Lady] complained loudly. Risel looked shocked, but absently so as she turned back to the menu for the [Princess]’ repast tonight. 


  “She does not. She adores you, Sasi. She just doesn’t tolerate bad manners…at all. You must be polite.” 


  The girl gave up. Duchess Grishen would come, and Sasi would suffer for however long that was. She knew the venerable [Duchess] was important—she was second only to the Twins of Ovela in power in this region, and Sasi’s father and mother were always being nice to the old, cantankerous woman. Even if Duchess Grishen was so old and tough and mean that a Ghoul wouldn’t manage to bite through her horrible hide. 


  She went back to her original topic. 


  “Mother. Culin and I are bored. There’s nothing to do and we can’t go riding or—or anywhere! Right, Culin?” 


  She nudged her brother, who was still staring at the bowl of strawberries or the expensive Balerosian sugar that the [Cook] was nervously measuring into a bowl. Culin glanced up, and then, after a blank look at Sasi, remembered his part. 


  “That’s right! We’re bored! Mom, I want to do something interesting!” 


  “And what might that be, Culin?” 


  The question stumped the six year-old. He just gave his mother a helpless look and stomped his foot. 


  Lady Risel massaged at her temples. 


  “I’m sorry, Culin, Sasi. But Princess Seraphel must be entertained, and she is as cooped up as the two of you are. We can’t visit villages or go outside the capital—not with that last [Necromancer] on the loose. 


  Your father is looking for him—but it is too dangerous to leave and that is that.” 


  That was that. The two children gloomily looked at each other. They might have been [Lord] and 


  [Lady]—even if their combined levels were three in total—but they were still children of Noelictus. And that went double for anyone raised outside of the safe capital. 


  They knew the rules. Do not go outdoors at night. Lock everything. Let nothing die but that which you attend to. 


  Leave no one unburied. Turn away no soul in need. 


  Sasi gloomily looked around the small keep, with its narrow hallways that she knew inside out. Culin stared up wide-eyed, afraid as he always was whenever someone mentioned [Necromancers]. He still wet his bed if Sasi mentioned the Necromancer, Az’kerash, before he slept. 


  “I thought father killed some undead yesterday. Were they the [Necromancer]’s minions, Mom?” 


  “No, Culin. Just a bear and some deer. If you two are so bored—you may ask to go into town. But remember—” 


  “Ask Meltain before you go.” 


  The two children chorused. Meltain was in charge of the keep’s guard and usually accompanied them when they went into the town that had been built around Afiele’s keep. Risel smiled, but turned back to the bowl as Edert groaned over the cost. 


  “It’s gold to custard, Lady Risel! What with the cost of sugar—my hand’s shaking so badly I can’t even—” 


  “Oh, Edert. Honestly. Give me that…” 


  


  —— 


  


  “Sasiiii—what do we do now?” 


  Culin began whining bare minutes after the two left the kitchen. Sasi glowered at her younger brother. 


  “I don’t know! Go find something else to do if you’re bored!” 


  “Like what?” 


  He was helpless. He often followed Sasi around; there was little else to do in a keep this small, and fewer children he and Sasi could play with. 


  There were a good number of kids in town who were Sasi or Culin’s age, but they had never left Afiele’s borders, so they couldn’t talk about Menorome and how much they missed it with Sasi or Culin. And their parents were afraid of offending the two young nobles’ mother and father, so the children never played properly. 


  “I miss the capital.” 


  The young [Lord] gave voice to Sasi’s feelings. Since she didn’t want to dwell on that fact herself, she glowered and slapped at his shoulder. 


  “Well, we can’t go back! So stop saying it!” 


  “Can we play hide-and-seek? Maybe with some of the others?” 


  Culin suggested hopefully. He was good at hide-and-seek. So was Sasi. They loved to play all over town, sometimes to the agony of Meltain who never found them. She shook her head. 


  “Can’t. The [Princess] is staying here.” 


  Both of them scowled. They hated the Princess. Her chance meeting with them had meant no going outside, no fun games in the keep, and less time with their mother and father who were always entertaining her or getting her something. Her servants were also rude and took up too much space. 


  Even the fantastic [Knights] had lost their glamor after Culin and Sasi discovered they didn’t do much. 


  “We can’t stay in the keep. We might run into her. So…let’s go to town.” 


  Sasi’s conclusion was almost inevitable. There was more to do in town, even if it was just staring at a 


  [Trader]’s goods, or watching someone work or seeing if they could play a ‘safe’ game, even if they always won. Culin nodded. 


  “Where’s Meltain?” 


  “Probably sleeping. Let’s not wake him.” 


  There, at least, the two children of House Afiele refused to follow their mother’s orders. They could slip out to town and be back by supper. Lady Risel would never know—so long as she was caught up with Princess Seraphel. 


  It was easy. To make their escape, the brother and sister went down into the tiny courtyard. The keep had a very low, ten-foot wall in one of the few expansions to the building, and here the house’s guard trained. 


  Today, it was occupied by the Thronebearers of Calanfer, who were training in one-on-one bouts while the others watched. Not the sparring pairs or organized training Sasi was used to. 


  She frowned darkly at the snooty, golden-clad [Knights] who kept looking down at Meltain, despite having been saved by them. But the Thronebearers politely bowed to her and Culin when they noticed, before going back to watching the two [Knights] attacking and parrying with training swords and shields. 


  “Here. Come on.” 


  There was a crack in the keep’s walls, a large one. Risel had planted a shrub to hide it and keep some animals out, but hiring a [Stonemason] had been one of those things that Lantal had been meaning to do when there was some spare coin—since before Sasi had been born. 


  To the children, it was a glorious portal to freedom. They squeezed through the gap, Sasi first, then Culin. 


  As always, her little brother was less adept than Sasi. 


  “It’s too tight!” 


  He complained. Sasi glowered. 


  “You’re smaller than I am! Just wiggle properly! Not up! I thought you wanted to be a [Knight]? Father’s faster than you are! Hurry up! I think someone’s coming!” 


  One of the Thronebearers was headed their way. Culin wriggled desperately. Sasi grabbed one of his arms and pulled— 


  He came through the hole with the sound of fabric tearing. The Thronebearer stopped and stared at the bush in some surprise, but he didn’t see Sasi and Culin running down the hill towards town. 


  Only when they were away did Sasi check the damage. Culin had torn his sleeve, ripping the stitching. 


  She was appalled. 


  “Look what you did!” 


  “I didn’t mean to! You pulled me! How bad is it?” 


  “Bad. Mother’s going to ask what it was. Culin! Why couldn’t you wriggle properly? You’re so slow! 


  You—” 


  The boy’s eyes had welled up with tears. Sasi stopped lecturing guiltily. Culin punched at her. 


  “It’s not my fault!” 


  “Ow! Stop hitting me!” 


  “I hate you! I’m going to be a famous adventurer and never come back!” 


  “You’re not a [Warrior]!” 


  The two began fighting as they hurried towards the modest town, away from the watchful eyes of the keep. It too had a wall—but one of wood. You needed walls in Afiele. 


  Culin ran ahead of Sasi, his pent-up boredom and worry over his sleeve turned to fury. He rounded on Sasi and struck at her again. 


  “I am so! I’ll be as good a warrior as Dad!” 


  “You mean, Father. And no you’re not. You’re slow. See? Hah!” 


  Sasi slashed out with her left hand, as if she were wielding a sword. She chopped Culin just as he lunged at her to prove how good he was and hit him hard in the nose. 


  He fell down. Then he started crying. Sasi felt guilty at once. 


  “Culin—” 


  “I hate you!” 


  He got up and ran towards town, bawling. At least that was better than the keep. Sasi would have been in the hottest of waters if her mother had learned she had not only left the keep without supervision, but she’d also gotten Culin’s sleeve torn and hit him. 


  “Culin! Come back!” 


  The [Lady] chased after her brother, wishing she had a proper Skill to capture him, or mend his clothing, or do…something. All she had was [Area of Sproutlings] and [Healthy Growth]. She had received [Area of Sproutlings], which could instantly turn a 6-foot patch of freshly-planted seeds into new shoots once every four days, when she’d gotten her [Lady] class last year. 


  [Healthy Growth] she’d had since she was small. The Skill wasn’t even hers, not really. She had gotten the Skill from her mother. Sasi raced after Culin; she was tall for her age, and fleet of foot. Also—far more coordinated than even other nine year-olds. 


  Lady Risel had possessed the [Gift of the Progenitor] Skill—she had given Sasi [Healthy Growth]. So Sasi had grown like a weed, and might even be as fast and smart as her father and mother combined. 


  Skills like that were rare outside of noble classes, and it was still somewhat rare for a [Lady] or [Lord] to have Skills that passed down their bloodlines. For instance, Culin hadn’t gotten a Skill like that when he received his [Lord] class. 


  Even so, he was fast on his feet and Sasi saw him barrel into town ahead of her. He’d run out of steam before her; she wasn’t even winded from the downhill run. She jogged into town after him, already planning on how to cheer him up and get his sleeve repaired—perhaps with a little favor from a kindly 


  [Sewer] who wouldn’t ask too many questions. At least it was something to do, even if the main problem was that the two were miserably bored. 


  In Menorome, there had been things to do all day. Watch [Mages] practicing spells, or adventurers, even Gold-rank adventurers coming back from slaying monsters, listening to tales of other kingdoms or even other continents from people gossiping, play with children who wouldn’t be stiff around them… 


  As Sasi caught up with the panting Culin, the two saw a small group of people unloading a wagon from one of the villages. It was loaded with produce, and the two paused a moment to watch. They were hoping it was something special—like Veil Tomatos, or some of the rarer delicacies Afiele’s fields could produce. Nightshades of all abundance could be grown in Afiele, as well as Ashwheat and so on. 


  “Don’t get too close, Culin.” 


  Sasi warned her brother. He glowered at her, but didn’t interfere; they’d make the people bow and someone might ask where Meltain was. 


  That was when they met the strange [Singer] for the first time. There were three people that Sasi and Culin didn’t recognize; well, Sasi vaguely remembered the [Blacksmith], Idelt, from when father had asked him to come to town to demonstrate his talents. 


  The other two were interesting. One was a young woman with a large…cello? Sasi was interested at once. 


  “Look! She has to be the songmistress for the village! What’s she doing here? Maybe she’s coming for the banquet?” 


  Culin looked blankly at the young woman nervously talking to her companion. 


  “I don’t like the village music. It’s boring.” 


  He grumbled. Sasi had to admit—she’d heard the somber working-tunes from visiting the villages all her life, and the cello wasn’t that interesting. 


  “At least we’ll have more music. But who is that? A [Trader]?” 


  That was her first conclusion. Because the strange young woman was dressed too colorfully to be of Noelictus. And Sasi herself had never seen such vibrancy of color except among the most expensive of cloths. 


  “It’s pretty.” 


  Cara O’Sullivan stood out in the town’s street like a flower among a sea of Ashwheat and chalk. Dyes besides black were hard to come by and expensive, so color was as much a sign of wealth as a magical artifact. Sasi stared enviously at the bright pattern on the young woman’s shirt, the blue of her pants. 


  “…lodging? If it’s a problem, Idelt, I can work or—” 


  “No, Miss Cara. Not at all. If you’re willing to perform, that would do us proud enough.” 


  “I need your help, Cara. I—I don’t know if I could play in front of a [Princess] myself!” 


  Violetta added. Cara ran her fingers through her hair and nodded. 


  “Well, we’ve got time to practice. We’ll do that, Violetta. Damn, I need to conserve my battery…” 


  “Your artifact? Can’t you get it recharged by a [Mage]?” 


  “Hah! Wait. Uh…” 


  Sasi and Culin looked at each other. An artifact? They crept closer as the stranger, Cara, spoke with Violetta and Idelt. They hadn’t seen many, and were disappointed when the young woman showed the other two a little, glossy flat thing, not some glowing ring or their father’s enchanted sword. 


  “It’s…out of power. Not magic. But—maybe it can be fixed?” 


  She needed…well, she needed an outlet, her charging cable which she’d left in her apartment, oh, the infrastructure to create electricity and proper output. No big deal. 


  …Her iPhone was going to die. Cara experienced a surge of panic in her chest. She had only a few songs left; she was afraid to even check the battery. It had been around 5% when she’d last turned it on, after the night with the zombies, and it had to be— 


  “If you need it repaired, maybe take it to the Mage’s Guild? I’ve had them repair my cello.” 


  Violetta suggested doubtfully. Cara looked at her. She doubted magic could help. What would they do, zap it with a lightning bolt or something? Idelt nodded. 


  “The Mage’s Guild has wise folk. Spells are expensive, but I could lend you some silver to try to…” 


  He reached for his money pouch and Cara held up a hand. 


  “No. Absolutely not. I can work, Idelt. Is there a place to find it here? I can do basic chores like lifting, or dishwashing, even cooking. You name it.” 


  Cara squared her shoulders, pushing her fear about her iPhone down. She didn’t need it to live—even if it provided all the backup for her singing. Time to be resourceful and survive on her own merits. Earning money was something she was familiar with, anyways. She had a lot of skills she’d picked up from her part-time jobs on Earth—although a lot of them weren’t applicable here. Idelt seemed dubious. 


  “There’s not that much work to be had here. But I suppose you could find a few jobs. What’s your highest-leveled class?” 


  “Er…excuse me?” 


  The young woman hesitated. Idelt gestured at the men and women carrying off the goods. 


  “Any levels in [Laborer]? [Dishwasher]? [Cook]? If you’re above Level 10, you’d be bound to find a job or two.” 


  “Er, I don’t have any…classes. But I’ve worked as a waitress—barmaid. I know my way around the service industry…” 


  Even Sasi and Culin gave Cara a doubtful look. Levels were a sign of work! If she didn’t even have a class, she couldn’t have worked hard, it stood to reason. Cara scowled. 


  “Just give me a chance and I’ll show you; I know my way around a job…” 


  Her faltering self-confidence was interrupted as Culin, unable to bear the suspense, came over. 


  “Excuse me, are you the songmistress? Are you going to play at the keep?” 


  Idelt and Violetta blinked at the boy, and then hurriedly bowed. 


  “Is that Lord Culin? Master Culin, it’s an honor! Yes, my daughter Violetta has come to…” 


  Idelt bowed and looked around for Lord Lantal or Lady Risel. He faltered when he saw no one was there to mind the children, but Sasi interrupted. 


  “You’re going to play the cello for Princess Seraphel?” 


  “Yes, milady. It is my honor. I hope to be entertaining.” 


  Violetta tried to curtsy as she held the cello and ended up bowing. Sasi saw that Cara wasn’t bowing. 


  The young woman eyed the children oddly as she glanced at Idelt and Violetta. 


  “So you’re going to play the cello?” 


  “Yes, Lord Culin.” 


  “Oh.” 


  The boy’s face fell. Violetta hesitated at the suddenly downcast expressions. Sasi nudged her brother. 


  They had to be polite! But neither wanted to sit through an evening of cello music with the Princess whom they weren’t allowed to talk to unless she asked a question and… 


  Duchess Grishen. It was going to be a perfectly unbearable few days soon. Culin kicked at the ground as Idelt excused himself to check on the unloading of his village’s produce and payment. 


  “Er…is there anything I can do to help you, Lady Sasi? Lord Culin?” 


  “No, thank you, Miss.” 


  Sasi gave the young [Cellist] a nod of the chin that was somewhat lady-like and tugged her brother back. 


  “What do we do now, Sasi?” 


  Culin gazed around hopefully, but there were no immediate children in sight. They might be working apprenticeships since it was earlier this morning, or helping with a harvest or something. 


  The girl looked around for something to break the monotony of the last few days. And she saw little in sight. That was life in Afiele. They were important. The work they did, the food they grew, was necessary. But—it was hard. She felt tired, a deep exhaustion that pulled at her and made her want to go back and just lie in her bed until supper. 


  It was a plague upon Afiele. A gloom, born of endless days without sunlight and staying indoors, fearing the undead. Someone afflicted with it might grow listless, out of sorts and unproductive until they stopped eating and just gave up. It usually affected only older adults. But Sasi and Culin had it now. 


  


  —— 


  


  It was a familiar expression. Bleak tiredness. Hopes and dreams too far away, too far to reach for. 


  Princess Seraphel knew apathy well. She had gone to town with the two [Handmaidens] and Ser Dalimont as an escort. There was little to do here—but she didn’t expect much. She was just going to send more strongly-worded [Messages] to her father as a way to pass time. If he wanted her to stop wasting money on the spells, he could get her out of here! 


  She barely noticed the wagon and two children. Or Cara or Violetta; she was preoccupied. But she spared a moment just for Sasi and Culin. Because the expressions on their faces were not what children should wear. They should have smiled. Laughed, ran about, gotten into trouble; even Seraphel had been like that. 


  Only later had she worn the blank look on their faces of disgusted disinterest. The [Princess] stopped for a second, and her handmaiden nearly ran into her back. 


  “Your Highness? Is something amiss?” 


  “No, nothing.” 


  Seraphel walked on. She spared a second’s pity for the two children. By her reckoning, the [Lord] and 


  [Lady] of this land were good people. It was just station and the setting that had to wear on them. She didn’t even glance at the colorfully-dressed young woman. She walked on, waiting to leave Afiele, but nothing beyond that. 


  She was tired of it all. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara saw it too. She considered the little boy and girl that Idelt and Violetta had been bowing to. And she repressed her instantaneous dislike of their status when she saw their faces. 


  Their expressions were pure misery. Cara recognized it too. She had seen an expression like that in a mirror, back home, years ago. For a long time. 


  She hated it. So, Cara bent down. She met the little girl’s eye and smiled. 


  “I don’t believe we’ve met. Lady Sasi? And Lord Culin?” 


  She glanced at Violetta. The [Cellist] gave her a wide-eyed nod. She didn’t seem to notice the children’s sudden lack of spirit. 


  “That’s right. They’re the children of Lord Lantal. Milady, milord, your father saved our village. We’ve brought some of our second fall’s harvest as thanks—” 


  The little girl gave another too-adult nod and a courteous reply. 


  “I’m sure father and mother will be quite grateful, Miss Violetta. As will the [Princess].” 


  “Is—is she here, Lady Sasi?” 


  “Oh, yes. About. I think that’s her over there.” 


  The girl pointed. Cara and Violetta’s head swiveled around. Violetta squeaked. 


  “I didn’t even notice! Look, Cara—she has a crown! I thought she’d have hundreds of attendants.” 


  “That’s a tiara.” 


  The [Princess] didn’t seem like much to Cara. The [Knight], on the other hand, looked like a sight! He had gold-leaf armor emblazoned with…a throne? Some kind of stylized symbol—Cara raised her eyebrows as the small procession walked down the street. Some of the townsfolk were also pointing in covert awe. 


  “I’m going to…I have to follow—I’ll be right back, Cara! Can you watch the wagon?” 


  Excitedly, Violetta put the cello away, and then practically ran after the [Princess] along with other admirers. Cara sighed. But she wasn’t interested in the [Princess] right now. 


  It was the children. Sasi was eying Cara again. 


  “Are you going to perform as well, Miss…Cara? I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” 


  The [Singer] smiled. 


  “That’s right. My name is Cara O’Sullivan. I’ll be singing. With Violetta playing on the cello.” 


  The children glanced at each other dubiously, but not with much excitement. The girl gave another polite, nothing-response and a fake smile. 


  “Oh. Are you a [Singer]? I’m sure we will enjoy it.” 


  The boy was more direct. 


  “Cellos are boring. I’ve heard it before! All the songs.” 


  “Culin!” 


  Sasi snapped at him, turning red and looking around for Violetta. But the girl and Idelt were both absent, thankfully. And Cara? She’d watched enough kids. Moreover—their faces. 


  The young woman regarded their faces and she smiled for them. They blinked up at her as Cara squatted down. The girl was tall for her age; the boy not. Cara looked them in the eyes. 


  “I understand that cellos aren’t for everyone. But I promise this will be special. And…if you want some entertainment—what about a few tricks from yours truly? I’m more than just a [Singer]. I’m actually…an 


  [Actor].” 


  “A what?” 


  Sasi glanced at Cara’s face. And there was just a flicker of interest that made the boy, Culin, glance up from the ground. 


  “A performer. Someone who entertains. Would you like me to perform, Miss Sasi?” 


  “I…” 


  The girl’s eyes searched Cara’s face suspiciously. But again, her brother was simpler. 


  “Yes! What can you do?” 


  Excitedly, he bounced on his feet. Cara looked at him. And smiled. 


  “Well, let’s see. I don’t know if I should sing in the street—” 


  And that would be silly, anyways, wouldn’t it? But she had more talents than just—singing! Cara might not have the stage—but she had an audience. And this time she’d entertain them. 


  Put on the spot, Cara looked about. But she had it at once. Some of the produce they’d brought from the village had been Veil Tomatoes, dark, with a translucent skin. She snatched three up. 


  “Well—for starters—how about a little juggling act? Can you two juggle?” 


  “No—” 


  Culin began, but then he blinked as Cara tossed the tomatoes up and began juggling them. First she did a shower—the tomatoes going in one direction, then a cascade, where the tomatoes did two loops across her chest. 


  “You can juggle?” 


  The girl’s eyes widened, and she gave Cara a genuine smile. The young Irish woman winked at her. 


  “Of course I can. Who can’t?” 


  And before the children could protest, Cara did a third trick—the only other pattern she could do. 


  Columns were where she tossed the tomatoes up side by side, in literal columns. Culin’s mouth opened in delight, and Sasi blinked. 


  “That’s good!” 


  “Do you like juggling? Here’s three—how about four?” 


  So saying, Cara snatched up a fourth and added it in. She tossed them up before going into a fountain-pattern, with two loops of balls. It was the hardest trick; she wasn’t that fast with her hands. Cara thought of it as juggling two balls with one hand each, not four. She could do five…but she had a tendency to drop the balls. 


  “One, two, three, four—how’s that?” 


  She expected the kids to clap, or beg her to show them how to do it. It wasn’t exactly…the most amazing thing, but Cara had done this at birthday parties. In a costume. 


  The children watched her alternate back to the cascade pattern as Cara smiled. A spontaneous performance in the street, just for them! Culin’s open mouth closed. Sasi hesitated. 


  “…Is that all?” 


  Cara fumbled a tomato and nearly swore as she caught it. She stopped juggling and eyed them incredulously. 


  “Um. Yes?” 


  They exchanged a look. Sasi hesitated. 


  “Oh. I thought you were going to add more. Well…it’s very good?” 


  She’d gotten them for about thirty seconds. Now, though…Cara was miffed to say the least. Kids these days! She recalled that work on the birthday-entertaining circuit, never exactly huge to begin with, had dried up as well after she’d left high school. 


  “Have you seen better?” 


  She was a bit miffed. But Sasi and Culin both nodded. 


  “We were at the capital until we came back two years ago. They had lots of performers.” 


  “And light. They have places where it’s never dark. Big lights in the sky. Remember, Sasi?” 


  Culin stared up wistfully at the dark, grey skies. The girl nodded. She looked at Cara. 


  “Um…it’s very good for a [Juggler] or…[Thrower] at lower levels. But most people who perform can do more. Even travelling performers.” 


  “How many more?” 


  The [Singer] peered at Culin and Sasi. The boy raised a hand. 


  “The [Performer] in the capital can juggle twenty six. And she juggles shiny ones, not rocks.” 


  “Twenty s—impossible!” 


  There was no way that was possible. Sixteen would be incredibly good. Sasi and Culin smirked at Cara’s look of disbelief. Which meant, of course, that they weren’t looking dead inside. 


  “Yes! She has this bag of holding, so she keeps throwing them into the air. Really high! It’s like…like a fountain. She tosses them up and makes this glowing ring at night…Culin and I saw it six times.” 


  “Wow. Tell me about—what’s the capital?” 


  “Menorome? It’s amazing. It’s the best place in the world!” 


  The two kids lit up at once. Menorome was the capital of Noelictus. And it was everything Afiele was not. 


  “We went to the palace once. Everything’s bright. It’s all magical lights. Artifacts. In Menorome—it’s bright. They hang these big magic lights from poles and across the buildings so no one gets sad. And there’s always performances and such and…and…” 


  Sasi’s eyes were glowing as she described it. Culin, who was too young to remember as much, proudly told Cara about the adventurers. 


  “They have magic swords. I’m going to be a Gold-rank. Or—or a Named Adventurer!” 


  “That’s the best, right?” 


  “Yes. Named is the best. Don’t you have Named Adventurers where you come from? Noelictus has one, but we have the Hunter’s Guild and they’re like adventurers, father says.” 


  “Ah, well, where I come from, we don’t have Named Adventurers. But we have some Gold-ranks. 


  Mostly, uh, Copper.” 


  “…You mean Bronze-rank?” 


  Cara was enjoying both conversation and the children’s faces. 


  “Well, we call it Copper-rank sometimes. So—you miss Menorome?” 


  That was the wrong thing to say. Their faces fell again. 


  “No.” 


  Culin kicked at the ground. Sasi looked at Cara as if expecting the young woman to tattle if she said otherwise. 


  “Afiele is wonderful. And we are the rulers. We have a duty to the people and the land. It’s just…tedious sometimes. For us.” 


  “The Princess is stupid. I hate her. And Duchess Grishen. And I tore my sleeve.” 


  The boy’s eyes began to tear up. Cara thought he was trying to make himself miserable. Hurriedly, she straightened. 


  “Hold on, hold on. I might not be a [Performer], but did you think I could only juggle? Let’s see if I can’t at least compete with Menorome’s fun!” 


  “How? Do you have an artifact?” 


  Sasi and Culin gave Cara another look of doubt. That stung. Cara smiled at them. 


  “I don’t need magic. Here—watch this. One, two, three—” 


  Before she could tell herself she was going to break her neck, Cara did a little jump, then did a run and backflip. The two children oohed, and a few heads turned as Cara landed on the street, spread her arms, and spun. 


  “Tada! How’s that?” 


  “Do another! Do another!” 


  “Okay—” 


  This time Cara did a standing backflip. She stopped there because she felt like she had nearly missed and landed on her head. She was not that athletic. But she’d memorized that party trick. She waited for applause… 


  “Do another! And—and can you do a double backflip?” 


  “…What?” 


  Cara O’Sullivan saw the two stop jumping up and down on their feet. Sasi bit her lip. Cara threw up her hands. 


  “Oh come on. Alright, tell me.” 


  The young [Lord] was only too happy to shatter Cara’s ego. He pointed at the roof of a two-story house, one of the highest in the town. 


  “Mother took us to a [Tumbler] who back flipped off a roof, only it was higher than that. Can you go from up there?” 


  Cara looked up at the roof. 


  “…No. I can do a handspring.” 


  “Can you do eighty in a row? That’s the record. Well, eighty-two.” 


  “God fucking damn it.” 


  “What?” 


  Cara had mumbled that. She smiled innocently at Sasi. 


  “Nothing! Uh…I can’t do any of that.” 


  “Oh. Well…you can flip well for your level.” 


  That was them being polite again. Cara shook her head. 


  “No—I don’t have any levels in [Performer] or [Juggler] or [Tumbler] or whatever. I—” 


  “What, really?” 


  Suddenly, the two children were agog. They stared at Cara as if she had suddenly walked on water—


  which apparently was also possible with magic. Sasi stared at the tomatoes, and then at Cara. 


  “You mean…you did that without Skills or a class?” 


  Cara O’Sullivan hesitated. And then her eyes twinkled, and she put her hands on her hips and looked skeptically at the two kids. 


  “Well, of course. Anyone can juggle! I can’t do twenty six, but I can do four. Anyone can learn. What, do all your fancy performers need Skills?” 


  “No—but you can do that without Skills? Really? Can you teach us? Please? We’d never be allowed to take [Juggler] as a class—but if we could learn to juggle—” 


  The young woman was suddenly besieged by Sasi and Culin, as well as three other children who’d heard. 


  She smiled, and then honed in on a phrase. 


  “Wait, you can decide to not take a class?” 


  That wasn’t what Idelt and Violetta had told her! Sasi barely had time to nod; she was thrusting tomatoes into Cara’s hands. Culin was hopping up and down and— 


  Cara sensed the inevitable and hurriedly stopped him before he could try a backflip. 


  “Back flipping can break your neck. Get off that wagon. How about this? I’ll teach you how to juggle! 


  Let’s get some stones…I don’t think tomatoes are good for beginners. Hey, do you want to learn?” 


  She spotted the three shy town kids. They were reserved, as Cara had noticed of Noelictus’ children, but kids were kids. Soon, all of them were trying to juggle as she showed them the basics. 


  “That’s right. It’s just a pattern. Try the cascade—wow. You’re good, Sasi.” 


  The girl blushed with pride. She was extraordinarily coordinated for her age. 


  “It’s because of my Skill.” 


  “Your…Skill?” 


  Cara blinked. Sasi shyly explained, and Cara’s jaw dropped. 


  Talk about breeding for success! It instantly struck her as wrong. That was literally… 


  “And only nobles get the class?” 


  “Almost only them, mother says. She says she only had one Skill, so only a few people bid for her hand, but she wanted to marry father.” 


  Sasi said all this with the frank openness of a child. Cara’s mind raced. She opened her mouth. 


  “That is the most inequit—” 


  She caught herself at the look on Sasi’s face. Not her fault. But—it bothered Cara so much. 


  Unfortunately, the conversation had an unintended side-effect. As Sasi and Cara had been juggling and succeeding, Culin had been trying and failing even with Cara’s gentle coaching. He lost his patience. 


  It would have been better if everyone failed. No one should pick up juggling as fast as Sasi unless they were gifted. But he had seen his sister do it, and, reminded of the Skill he didn’t have, he threw the stones down. 


  “I don’t have the Skill because I’m a failure.” 


  His face turned red. Sasi’s turned white. Cara looked at him. 


  “Hey now. That’s not true. I don’t have that Skill. Did your father and mother?” 


  She was praying…Culin hesitated. Sasi gazed at Cara. 


  “Father doesn’t.” 


  “There you are, you see? Skills don’t limit us. We can do anything we want. Your sister is just…better at juggling. No one’s fate is decided by how they were born. No one.” 


  Cara reached out and patted Culin on the shoulder. This was not the time or place for the full debate on this. But because she believed every word she said—he looked at her, and some of his anger and hurt abated. He sniffed. 


  “Really?” 


  “Yup. And—hey. Juggling isn’t the best Skill. How about handstands? Or…” 


  Cara regarded Sasi and realized she was going to be better at all the physical tricks, so she fell back to the thing that she was good at in this world thanks to levels. 


  “How about I sing for you? I’m sure you’d like that. I’ll bet you haven’t ever heard a song as good as mine.” 


  The brother and sister peered at her. And Cara’s challenge put their backs up. Culin folded his arms. 


  “You can’t sing better than the [Bards] in the capital. You’re not even from Noelictus. Your skin is too dark!” 


  The other town children nodded, without ever having heard said [Bards]. Cara’s lips twitched. She had never been told her skin was too dark before. 


  “Well…how about you listen and see? I admit, I may not have been as impressive as the capital’s performers—but give me one last try.” 


  “Okay. But if you’re bad, Duchess Grishen and the Princess might put you to death! Duchess Grishen will.” 


  Culin warned Cara seriously. The young woman narrowed her eyes. 


  “She sounds like a lovely woman.” 


  “She’s horrible. What are you going to sing?” 


  Cara had no idea. But she was determined now. Just looking at these poor kids—she wanted to do for them what she had done for Violetta. And music…she had music she was sure they had never heard before. 


  But what song? And…could she risk it? Cara touched at her iPhone, thinking. 


  Yes. It wasn’t smart. But it was necessary. She didn’t have the chops to a cappella a song, anyways. She might be in trouble once the dying battery ran out. 


  Don’t think about that. Live in the moment. Here’s your audience. Blow them away. 


  Cara considered the children and the song popped into her head. Children? Check. Depressed? Check. 


  And…she could add more than just a vocal component. 


  Sasi and Culin were waiting as the strange young woman pulled the artifact out of her pocket. They craned their necks as it lit up, and she touched at it. Then…she turned. 


  “Ready? One, two, three—let’s start the music!” 


  And then there was electronic music. A synth. Music that—Sasi’s eyes widened, and Culin stuck his thumb into his mouth. They gaped at the place it was coming from. But—then Cara began singing. She was lucky she had the instrumental version for karaoke. 


  Can’t Stop the Feeling by Justin Timberlake 


  She began to clap along to the beat. Then the beat began, a fast drum. It was an infectious song, a fun song. Not just for children. And there was another reason Cara had chosen it. 


  She winked at the children, and then she began to dance. 


  She started with just a standing boogie, moving her hands and legs in a little, swaying rhythm as she sang. The kind of action someone who was reluctant to move might do just to seem willing. 


  Culin and Sasi perked up as they listened to something different. Energetic, with instruments they had never heard before. And the strange young woman was dancing different too! No ballroom waltz or even the kind of dancing you did in taverns. She began to shimmy left, clapping to the beat. 


  “What is that? I’ve never seen anyone dance like that!” 


  Sasi giggled in delight. Cara laughed. 


  “What, you’ve never seen anyone dance like this? How about this?” 


  She copied more moves from the famous music video where she’d first seen the song. And she threw in a few more. The brother and sister’s eyes nearly popped out of their heads when she moonwalked a few steps. 


  “How did you do that? How did you do that? A Skill?” 


  “Nope. Just pure talent. Come on! Dance!” 


  The [Singer] began singing again. And there, in the street—there were lights. Color, amid the dreary landscape. Not as vibrant as at night—but it suited the moment. 


  Culin and Sasi gawked at the lights, and then at the dancing young woman. And the foot-tapping beat made them move. They looked at each other, and then they giggled and laughed. 


  And they danced too. When they smiled, they were like proper kids. They danced, wildly or embarrassed, and then just for the fun of it. 


  It was worth it. Even if— 


  Even if her iPhone went dead after the third repetition of the song. 


  It was worth it, Cara knew. For those smiles. 


  


  —— 


  


  Lady Risel was furious and worried, as parents often were. She strode out of the keep with four of the guard to search for her offspring. She’d noticed them being gone only because she’d been going to offer them some of the custard to make sure it was to satisfaction. 


  She heard the strange song in the distance. Lady Risel turned her head. 


  “What a strange melody.” 


  The woman hesitated—but she was sure that Sasi and Culin would be right there if they were in the town, which she hoped they were. Was that Lantal’s songmistress from the village? It was nothing like traditional Afiele working songs. 


  Either way, she investigated as the other four retainers hurried to look for the children. The music stopped when Risel got closer. 


  She found her two wayward children and a gaggle of the town children in the street, surrounding a strange young woman. Lady Risel eyed the [Singer]—but Cara wasn’t overtly dangerous. She was just gazing at her dead iPhone. 


  “It’s out of power.” 


  “Oh no. Can you fix it? Please? What song was that? Are you going to sing that with—” 


  Sasi and Culin were crowded around, but they paled when they saw their mother. Lady Risel strode forwards and everyone backed up. The two children hid behind Cara. 


  “Sasi, Culin! You two are in trouble. Stop bothering this…excuse me, are you the songmistress?” 


  Cara blinked at the [Lady]. She didn’t seem much like a Victorian-era lady from England, but she was certainly in charge. She nodded. 


  “I’m not the songmistress; just a traveller. But I’ll be performing with Violetta. Are you their mother?” 


  “I am Lady Risel Afiele, yes. Thank you for entertaining my children. Was that your music? Sasi, and Culin, step forwards now.” 


  They came out from behind Cara, warily. Another odd thing; they’d have never done that to any stranger. For a moment Risel worried. But—then she paused and considered Culin and Sasi again. 


  Her son and daughter were looking very nervous, guilty, and Culin was trying to hide a clearly-torn sleeve. But Risel’s ire was dampened because— 


  They had been smiling and laughing when she got there. The [Lady] had seen it. She couldn’t remember seeing such carefree expressions in a while. 


  “What do you two have to say for yourselves?” 


  “Sasi made me do it.” 


  Culin blurted out. His sister shoved him. Lady Risel’s lips twitched. So did Cara’s. Sasi protested. 


  “We were just going for a bit. We didn’t want to bother Meltain!” 


  Sasi’s wide-eyed expression of sincerity fooled no one. Her mother folded her arms and the girl shrank. 


  “Sorry.” 


  Risel glanced at Cara and relented. 


  “We will discuss this later. For now, we will have Culin’s sleeve repaired, and you two will come back to the keep with me. Your father and I will have to decide what to do with you two.” 


  They wilted. But Risel turned to Cara and nodded. 


  “Miss, thank you for entertaining my children. Are you a…[Singer]?” 


  “That’s right. Your children didn’t bother me at all.” 


  “Well, I am grateful. And I cannot recall when we had a [Performer] of any kind in town last. Please. 


  Accept this. And—I would dearly like to hear the music that entertained my children so.” 


  “Oh. Um…” 


  Cara blinked at the two silver coins Risel offered her. It was a bit dear for Risel, but she wanted to repay those smiles she’d seen. The young woman hesitated, and took the coins. 


  “Thank you.” 


  The two smiled at each other, both with reservations. Risel nodded. The retainers had caught up to her, and the children were gloomily headed back to the keep for their punishment—which would be a lecture and custard, those two things probably combined. 


  “Well then, Miss Cara. Thank you once more, but you must excuse me, I must tend to my son and daughter. I hope to speak with you again.” 


  “No problem.” 


  Risel’s lips twitched; not once had the young woman so much as bowed or curtsied. She was quite clearly making a challenge out of it. Risel let it slide. Sasi and Culin complained that they wanted to stay, but if this Cara was staying…they could see about visiting her tomorrow. 


  With Meltain. For now, Risel left Cara standing in the street, eying the two silver coins. She saw Culin skipping back to the keep, trying to hum the infectious song she’d only heard from a distance. 


  “Was that young woman a good [Singer], Sasi, Culin?” 


  They looked at her blankly. Sasi was the one who replied. 


  “Good? I don’t know, Mother. But the song was amazing. And different. And we danced! Can we show you?” 


  They tried to do Cara’s dance, wiggling and dancing as if it was only meant for them—by themselves. 


  Risel laughed at the absurd performance. 


  “Well, it seems she’s very entertaining.” 


  “She is! She can juggle and do a backflip—without Skills!” 


  “Really? Well, some do make do without classes. There is a benefit to it, or so I’ve heard. I will teach you two about it, once Princess Seraphel leaves. But you two are in trouble. So you are going to sit, try the custard, and be very sorry. And if Miss Cara is performing tomorrow—you may see her. Maybe…” 


  Their eyes lit up, and they began pleading with her to seal the deal. Risel smiled for the first time since Seraphel had arrived. And she began to look forward to the banquet herself, a bit. 


  She had been dreading it more than Sasi and Culin combined. She didn’t like Duchess Grishen either. The old woman was dreadful. 


  


  —— 


  


  That night, Cara stayed at the town’s inn with Idelt and Violetta. She was preoccupied, but still interested. She caught up about the gossip with the [Princess] of Calanfer being here, learned what Calanfer was—some nation to the south known for its political savviness and grand throne room or something—and retired early. 


  Her iPhone was dead. No battery. Well…that was okay for the banquet. Cara was practicing with the drum, and with a bit of luck, they could make do with the song she and Violetta were going to practice. 


  But her iPhone was how she had sung. Cara stared at it for a long while. Gently, she tucked it away and gripped her arms hard. 


  “It’s fine. It’s going to be okay, Sid—” 


  She broke off. It was. She had money now. Think of that. Cara pulled out the two coins and stared at the silvery gleam reflecting faint candlelight. Somehow, more beautiful than coins from her world. 


  More confusing, too. The exchange rate was weird in this world—it was ten copper to one silver. And twenty silver for every gold coin. 


  You could get a decent meal for a silver coin, or a nice drink and food for two, according to Violetta. It was apparently much more expensive in actual cities, such that two silver was barely a meal according to Idelt. 


  Well, it was Cara’s first paycheck, from that [Lady]. Who…hadn’t been as objectionable as Cara had expected. The [Singer] thought about Risel’s children. 


  “Poor kids.” 


  In a way—it struck her as ironic. She had wasted her battery, and performed unasked for two aristocrats. People who benefited from Skills passed down their bloodlines and who were born into power. 


  But children. Violetta had been so impressed that Cara had performed for them. So had Idelt. 


  “It matters. Lady Sasi and Lord Culin will inherit Afiele someday. They are [Lord] and [Lady] of Afiele.” 


  “And that makes them better than us?” 


  Cara had snapped back once. Father and daughter had given her an odd look. 


  “Yes.” 


  That had been that. Cara let the rest go. She inspected her iPhone again before she slept. 


  Her last connection to home. She wished…Cara wished she’d had the foresight to turn it on one last time and watch that video of Ser Dalius. 


  She missed him. The young woman closed her eyes. 


  Then she slept. 


  [Singer Level 11!] 


  [Skill Change – Clear Voice → Flawless Vocalization!] 


  [Skill – Flawless Vocalization Obtained!] 


  [Bound Spell: Lesser Illusion obtained!] 


  “…What? What the f—” 


  Violetta threw her pillow at the young woman as she jerked awake. 


  “Cara, it’s late.” 




  1.11 P 


  Cara learned three things the next day. Firstly—it was possible to gain a spell, or knowledge of how to cast a spell upon leveling, not just Skills. 


  Secondly—some Skills evolved. They got stronger. 


  Thirdly? Performing for important people made you level faster. 


  “It is a known fact. When I forged a dagger for Lord Lantal, I leveled up that very night. The same as a 


  [Smith] who makes a masterwork worthy of an adventurer or royalty.” 


  “And that’s a hard and fast rule, is it? Important people let you level up more because they’re important?” 


  Cara understood, but she didn’t like it. She was grumpily brushing her hair as she, Idelt, and Violetta talked about her new level. 


  “Yes! It’s an honor, and you reached Level 10 and got a spell! Stop scowling, Cara.” 


  Violetta was put out—mostly because Cara wasn’t grateful for the honor of performing for the nobility. 


  “It’s just not fair…” 


  Cara saw both sigh and dropped it. She was aware she was like a broken record, but it really wasn’t— 


  They trooped downstairs, still arguing. The inn was far from crowded; and it was the only one in the entire town. Few travellers needed to use it, so it was mostly townsfolk enjoying the inn as a social gathering, or villagers coming to town for a bit. Cara seated herself and sighed. 


  The point was that she now had two new Skills. And if Idelt and Violetta treating her to a lavish meal at the inn that the [Innkeeper] had in fact given them for free was any indication, it was a big deal. 


  “If you were home, I’m sure your family would throw you a huge party, Miss. On the house.” 


  The [Innkeeper] was a friendly, social sort, rare in Noelictus. He had prepared a huge spread of food and Cara was tucking in with the kind of hunger you got after being trapped in a tomb and eating rats. 


  Veil Tomatoes now. They had a tough, chewy skin, almost like a potato’s. But they were deliciously juicy, and of course, everything even in town was fresh. Dark bread, Gloomwren egg—you might die of undead mice nibbling out your eyes, but you wouldn’t die of starvation here! Cara ate with good humor, restoring her mood as Violetta badgered her. 


  “Cara, you must try your new Skills! Please? And the—spell?” 


  Violetta lowered her voice so only her father and Cara could hear. Skills were a private matter, as were levels. It had been like Cara taking off her shirt—not her underwear, just her shirt—when she’d revealed her exact level and Skills to Violetta. A sign of trust. 


  “Well, sure. We can try it out.” 


  That was exciting, at least. Cara realized there was no instruction manual with her Skills, so she could only figure out what they did by activating them—or in the case of [Flawless Vocalization]—figuring out what it did. 


  


  —— 


  


  What it did was stunning and sort of eerie. Maybe not to someone of this world, but to Cara? She performed a flawless do-re-mi while jumping up and down, and then while sprinting. Even as she was gasping for air, whenever she managed to force out words—they were clearly audible. 


  Oh—you could tell she was out of breath, but there was no annoying panting, no movement of air in the diaphragm, anything to interfere. Cara always sounded as if she were standing with perfect posture and intoning each word with syllabic care. 


  “That’s amazing.” 


  “It’s okay. I think it’s because you’re Level 10 that it’s weak. Well—a free spell is more than enough to make up for it being weaker.” 


  Violetta was dubious. Cara gave her an incredulous look. Every performer would kill…someone else for this kind of ability! But then she tried her spell and realized Violetta was right. 


  “How does it work? I just say [Bound Spell – Lesser Illusion] and—holy god.” 


  The young Irish woman waved her hand airily and nearly stabbed Violetta with the butterfly knife she’d conjured out of thin air. It looked real! Well—until you noticed it was slightly transparent. But from far away or if you were surprised? 


  “Aaah! Oh—it’s just a—why did you conjure that?” 


  Violetta leapt back from the knife and nearly slammed into the wall of their room. She pointed at Cara accusingly. The [Singer] threw up her hands, and the knife tumbled from her grasp like it actually had weight. 


  “I don’t know! It was just thinking I could pretend to have a weapon and—this is amazing. It’s a hologram! It’s an illusion! It’s magic!” 


  Idelt opened the door to their room to see Cara running about and Violetta laughing. He stared at the fallen knife—which was, in fact, hovering in the air where Cara had dropped it. 


  “Ah, an illusion. What is that?” 


  “A—butterfly knife. A balisong. It’s, uh…something I owned once.” 


  Or rather, a boyfriend had gifted it to her for ‘self defense’, despite it being illegal. Well…that was why she had appreciated it at the time. When she was a law-breaking little shit. 


  That wasn’t the point. The knife now was perfectly replicated from Cara’s memory. It was also an illusion. She reached for it gingerly, and her hand passed through. 


  So did Violetta’s. 


  “It’s fake. Well—it is lesser illusion, isn’t it?” 


  “Yeah. But I was holding it. I wonder if…” 


  Cara saw how transparent the illusion was—it failed the closer you got to it. But it was amazingly detailed. And maybe— 


  Violetta and Idelt jumped as the butterfly knife turned…into a butterfly. A monarch butterfly, which flapped past them. Wide-eyed, they stared at Cara as the butterfly circled the room—then froze in midair. 


  Cara had made it do all those things. Wide-eyed, she made it flap towards her. It was a bit…off. Like if you saw a buffering video, the butterfly didn’t flap perfectly; it was a bit too fast, and Cara realized her memory and vision of the butterfly meant it looked like just ooze on parts of the wings, not the delicate pattern the real insect had. 


  “It must mean I have to concentrate or…picture it perfectly. My god.” 


  “Dead gods.” 


  Violetta corrected Cara. Her eyes were round. She looked at her father. 


  “What kind of [Singer] gets a spell like that?” 


  “A rare one. But perhaps it’s what Miss Cara wants.” 


  The [Smith] and [Cellist] focused on Cara. The [Singer] was blank. What she wanted? Well…of course! If someone had given her an option, she’d have taken this, hands down. She couldn’t counterfeit money with it unless she was really clever, but this appealed to her acting sensibilities so much. It was a free prop! A way to cover mistakes or add to a scene. Or— 


  She had a thought. The butterfly vanished. Cara closed her eyes. 


  “No way this can work. No way. But maybe…just maybe…” 


  Violetta and Idelt stared at her. They saw Cara open her eyes, and then stare past them. The two turned— 


  And then they saw something hovering in the air. It was…well… 


  A yellow smiley face. Like one of the emojis, but 2D. It floated there, completely stylized. Transparent if you got close. But real. A hologram in the world. And then—it opened its mouth. And Can’t Stop This Feeling began to play, as if Cara’s iPhone was working. 


  The smiley-face winked at Violetta as the song began to play. The [Cellist] stared at it, open-mouthed. 


  Then she screamed. 


  “What is that thing? Get it away! Get it away!” 


  The song stopped when Cara stopped concentrating and Violetta ran screaming and Idelt punched the face, missed, and hit the wall hard enough to crack the wood. But— 


  It was music. 


  


  —— 


  


  Lord Lantal of House Afiele was stressed. Playing host to a [Princess] was costly. As his children knew—


  as his people and fellow nobility and the Gloomwrens in their coops knew—Afiele was not rich. 


  Productive, yes. But Lantal knew the problem lay in the productivity of Afiele itself. It produced tomatoes, wheat, various herbs for [Alchemists]—and it made too much of everything. 


  Noelictus was a great land for growing crops, which surprised many people who didn’t know of its reputation. But it was one of the agricultural giants of the world, along with Oteslia in Izril, or one of those Lizardfolk jungle-farms. And Afiele produced a lot even by Noelictus’ standards. Their [Farmers] 


  weren’t the highest-leveled, but they didn’t need to be. 


  Afiele had a secret. The same secret buried beneath the other verdant areas of soil across Noelictus. The crops, the earth, perhaps even the people and animals thrived on the magic generated by the sacred dead. 


  Beneath Afiele lay the old tomb, which had for millennia buried the dead. That had ceased, oh, four thousand years back. Lantal remembered the old records talking about the dangers of the dead returning. No doubt [Necromancers] were a significant threat, so the tomb had been sealed. 


  But the magic remained. And it provided the abundance that let crops sprout up almost overnight. 


  Lantal was a [Lord of the Fields], Level 16. Not high-level. In fact, rather low for a [Lord]. On the other hand, he was a [Deathkeeper], a class owned by all of Noelictus’ nobility. A class for undead slayers. 


  Level 21. These two classes made up the [Lord] of Afiele. He was sworn to tend to the land. And defend it. Of late, it seemed like the latter was all he was good at. Lantal certainly hadn’t made Afiele richer, or given his children or wife the life they deserved. 


  It preyed on him, even as he ordered more [Scouts] to find that [Necromancer] who’d escaped. One could not be allowed to prey on the people of Noelictus. The Countess of Ovela herself had sent a letter to Lantal ordering him to find the [Necromancer] or be held accountable. And her brother, the Earl of Ovela, had sent…the same letter, just worded differently a day later. 


  “I can’t find them, Risel. I’ll swear, he’s fled Noelictus and gone into Ailendamus. We’re right along the border. I’ve asked our neighbors to join in the search, but they’re uncooperative as usual.” 


  “With how much the Twins quarrel with Ailendamus, do you blame them?” 


  Risel was fixing a torn sleeve. Culin had ripped it on his escapades yesterday. Lantal had missed the punishment—which had involved custard. He’d been sorry about that, but he’d been riding to kill an undead cow who’d managed to kill a bull as well. 


  That had been a difficult task, as well as burning the corpses. Lantal sighed as he made himself ready for another painful exchange with the clearly-bored [Princess]. She was quite polite; he had been given to understand that Calanfer’s royalty could be…difficult at times. But she was a very understanding guest. 


  “No. But [Necromancers] are everyone’s problem. If I could get more people searching…do you think Princess Seraphel would allow us to use her Thronebearers?” 


  “I doubt it. They’re here to guard her, Lantal. And they’re not exactly…unobtrusive.” 


  Both [Lord] and [Lady] smiled at that. The gilded [Knights] made the eye water, they were so bright. 


  Lantal sighed after a second though; another problem. 


  “They’re occupying the training courtyard. Meltain says they’re a royal pain. And that they’ve insulted the others several times.” 


  “I don’t doubt it. They’re [Knights], Lantal.” 


  “But we saved them from the undead attack! They know we can fight!” 


  Risel glanced up from her thread and needle towards the one luxury in the keep; the balcony. It wasn’t standard for keeps, obviously, but Afiele hadn’t been besieged in decades and a stout wooden door made it safe. But you could stand outside and take in the air. Of course…if Lantal walked out now, he’d just see the [Knights] training. 


  “I believe that’s the issue. Their pride has been wounded. The Thronebearers aren’t exactly combat veterans.” 


  “Really? I thought all [Knights] were.” 


  Lantal felt a bit foolish around his wife at times. He was an Afiele lad, born and raised in his home. He’d met Risel on his visits to the capital; she had roots there and was far more worldly than he. 


  She knew about [Knight] orders; Noelictus had almost done away with their [Knights]. The Hunter’s Guild had replaced them; the [Undead Hunters] and other specialists roamed Noelictus and Terandria at large, dealing with threats. 


  “It’s a delicate situation, Lantal. Why don’t you request Lady Seraphel to let the Thronebearers come with you when you have to slay undead next? Let them prove their valor.” 


  “Would they want to do that? There’s nothing fun about hacking apart an undead bull. Dead gods, but I thought my enchanted sword was going to dull.” 


  Lantal shuddered. Risel rolled her eyes. 


  “Lantal, maybe let the guard clean up the undead. But slaying a few zombies would be a feather in their helmets. Not all [Knights] fight as constantly as…you. I think they’re a bit intimidated by you, actually.” 


  “Me?” 


  The [Lord of the Fields] was astounded. He stopped brushing at his hair. 


  “I’m hardly one of the Twins, dear. Even Duchess Grishen has ten levels on me and she doesn’t fight—


  much.” 


  “Most [Lords] don’t fight undead every day. Believe me—some go to war, but slaying undead? That’s a custom of Noelictus. Consider it, Lantal.” 


  The [Lord] rubbed at his chin. If he could ask the Thronebearers for help…they were already stretched thin because he needed to keep some of the guard at the keep just in case they were attacked as well as deal with the ever-present undead threat. 


  “Well, if I could rely on them…I had to kill that cow and bull with just two helpers.” 


  “Lantal. Don’t take risks!” 


  “A zombie bull isn’t exactly a risk, dear. Not unless I’m stupid enough to let it get close. It’s just tiring. 


  Speaking of which…I haven’t seen Culin and Sasi today. How are they doing?” 


  The [Lord] betrayed his worry by glancing around. Normally he could hear his children throughout the small keep. He knew they had been out of sorts. He worried that this wasn’t the life for them. It had been hard on him as an only child. 


  Risel smiled. Lantal looked at her, surprised by her expression. 


  “They’re happy. I barely got them to sleep in their room last night, Lantal.” 


  “Really? But they’ve been in such a bad mood—what changed?” 


  “The songmistress! Or rather—that [Singer]. The one you hired?” 


  “Who?” 


  The [Lord] had almost forgotten his visit to Idelt’s village. But apparently they’d already arrived for the banquet. And the foreigner—Cara—had done so much already. 


  She had made Culin and Sasi smile. 


  


  —— 


  


  “Well, it’s not broken.” 


  Princess Seraphel heard the voice from the [Healer]’s clinic. She paused on one of her walks around the town. She was half-tempted to peer into the clinic, but after a moment, she sighed and moved on. It was unbecoming of a [Princess] to snoop. And if there had been a bar fight or something, she had missed it. 


  Inside the clinic, Idelt was flexing his hand with a grimace. A shamefaced Cara was watching the 


  [Healer]—their version of a doctor—examining his hand. 


  “Just bruised. But you said you broke the wall?” 


  “With a single punch.” 


  Violetta breathed, almost proud. 


  “Expensively.” 


  Cara put in. She saw Idelt wince and winced herself. The [Innkeeper] had not been happy, and only the explanation that Cara had been testing her new Skill had mollified him. Even so, they would be paying for that. Idelt had in fact taken an order at a hefty discount to cover the fee. 


  The man himself flexed his hand and gave the [Healer] a look. 


  “So it’s alright to heal?” 


  “Yes it is. You just bruised your knuckles. No infection; not so early. I’ll apply a bit now.” 


  The [Healer] produced a tonic. Cara didn’t understand what the problem was. 


  “Why did you need to check for broken bones first, Idelt?” 


  “You don’t want to heal a broken bone with a potion unless it’s set right, Miss.” 


  The [Healer] informed Cara stiffly. He shook his head. 


  “Or when a wound’s infected. Healing potions just increase the infection. Drop a potion on a festering wound and it triples in size. Or worse…” 


  Important information to know! Cara blanched. Idelt and Violetta focused apprehensively on the knuckles as three drops of potion were applied. 


  But the red, torn skin and beginning of a purpling bruise faded. The [Healer] clapped his hands. 


  “Perfectly healthy. That will be two silver.” 


  “Really? That’s not much, sir.” 


  Idelt got a weary smile from the old man. 


  “It wasn’t much potion, and it was the work of a moment to check. I am still charging you, Mister Idelt.” 


  “Let me. It’s my fault, anyways. And I can’t even pay for the wall.” 


  Cara held out the two silver coins she’d earned. Idelt opened his mouth to protest, but she handed them over and the [Healer] accepted them with a nod. He turned to Idelt. 


  “How did you break a wall with a single punch, sir? Let alone a wall made in Afiele? The inn might not be a village house, but it’s made to stop undead attacks like every other structure.” 


  “I panicked. I saw a horrific—” 


  Idelt looked at Cara. She scowled. 


  “It was a smiling face.” 


  “It was a monster. I’m going to have nightmares.” 


  Violetta announced. The emoji had traumatized her. Cara threw up her hands. 


  “It’s cute. Friendly!” 


  “That seems like a subjective matter. Would you be able to show me, Miss?” 


  Cara didn’t want to sing at this moment. So she asked for a quill and ink. She sketched a smiley face—a circle, two dots, and a smile on a piece of scrap parchment. The [Healer] took one look at it and shuddered. 


  “Miss. That is terrifying. Please take it away.” 


  He shooed her out of the clinic. Cara kept staring at the smiley face. Violetta and Idelt walked off, shaking their heads. 


  It wasn’t that bad! She was…okay…she could see how they were slightly soulless dots for eyes. And it was smiling at her. 


  What did the face know? Who came up with it, anyways? Some psychopath pretending to be friendly? 


  Cara put it in her pocket and sighed. Now it was freaking her out. 


  A voice made her look around. 


  “Miss Singer! Miss Singer! Please sing for us!” 


  She heard two familiar voices—then saw a group of children pelting her way. Cara smiled, even as she recognized the two nobles’ kids. 


  “Hey there.” 


  “Do you have another song?” 


  Culin was wide-eyed. Cara laughed. 


  “I have lots. And something really…friendly! Cool!” 


  “What, what?” 


  “Take a look. Isn’t he—” 


  She showed them the little face. The children screamed. Cara gave up. Singing. She was good at singing. 


  


  —— 


  


  The children came back in the evening with Meltain, after a day of Lantal helping Risel set up one of the guest rooms for Duchess Grishen, who was coming for the banquet—mostly as thanks for her help. 


  Lantal was trying to figure out how to request the Thronebearers’ aid in a way that would satisfy the 


  [Princess]—when his two children came tumbling into the room. 


  “Father! Father! The [Singer] can do magic! She’s singing and making songs and—and magic!” 


  Culin and Sasi raced into the room, laughing with delight. It was such a refreshing sound that Risel and Lantal looked up. The dusty parents smiled. 


  “What, have you been in town all day?” 


  “Yes! We were watching Miss Cara! She’s performing in the square! And she had a scary face-thing. But she was fun!” 


  “Performing? What’s this about, Meltain?” 


  The [Spearman] grinned as he nodded to Risel. 


  “It’s something to see, Lady Risel! That young woman’s some kind of [Performer] along with a [Singer]—


  and she’s got a magic spell! She sings alone, but I’d swear I heard all kinds of instruments playing with her. And there’s all sorts of lights—it’s a show fit for the capital! Not sure about the scary face-thing. 


  Seemed friendly to me.” 


  Culin and Sasi emphatically shook their heads behind him. Lantal saw Risel perk up, intrigued. 


  “Really? I heard part of the song, but I didn’t know there was anything else. What was it like, Culin?” 


  She hefted her son up. He tried to explain, gesturing helplessly with his hands. 


  “It was—there were lights and—and she made this dragon, only, it didn’t work right so she got mad, and one time the music stopped and she said she was practicing—” 


  “It’s a spell, Mother, Father.” 


  Sasi interrupted, too impatient with Culin’s meandering story. She bounced on her heels, too excited to be the correct young [Lady]. 


  “A spell? So she’s a [Mage]?” 


  “No! She says she got a spell for free.” 


  “A bound spell. That’s rare. She must have gotten lucky or have a rare class.” 


  Risel murmured. Lantal nodded. 


  “What’s the spell?” 


  “It makes illusions!” 


  Culin burst out. Bemused, the [Lord] listened. Apparently, this Cara O’Sullivan had gotten her new spell yesterday and promptly put on a show for her two loyal fans and some of the town’s children. 


  “Sometimes the music stops when she forgets to concentrate. And her illusions look silly. But they’re so bright.” 


  Wide-eyed, the boy described smiling faces, fireworks, even Cara’s attempts to conjure mythical beasts—she hadn’t managed that last bit. She could do weak illusions at best. 


  But it was the kind of thing that awed the children, especially because they had never seen the fantastical things Cara had conjured up to go along with her singing. Laughing, round faces. ‘Fireworks’, which sounded like magical lights. Risel and Lantal exchanged amused glances. 


  “Well, it sounds like you’ve found someone special. If she performs tomorrow, you may go into town. 


  But only with Meltain.” 


  “Thank you!” 


  Culin and Sasi threw themselves on their father and mother. It moved Lantal so much he turned to Meltain. 


  “Meltain, is this Miss Cara performing for free?” 


  “Yes, she is. But some of the older parents gave her some money for the entertainment. I tossed in a few copper myself.” 


  “In that case—give her this tomorrow if she performs.” 


  Risel went to her coin pouch and produced a few silver and some copper. She gave it to Meltain, and he nodded. Lantal listened to Culin trying to describe the show and repeat the lyrics ad nauseam until Sasi got tired of it and demanded some parchment and a quill so she could write down the song properly. 


  That was a good moment. It made Lantal want to talk to Risel about hiring this ‘Cara’ to stay for as long as they could afford it. Culin and Sasi needed this. Of course—they might have to ask Grishen for monetary help. Again. 


  Speaking of which—she was arriving tomorrow. He groaned at the thought. 


  


  —— 


  


  Over dinner that night, Princess Seraphel looked to be in a marginally better mood than before, despite the lack of news regarding the last spellcaster who had escaped. 


  “Finding a [Necromancer] is doubtless difficult. And Ailendamus would not be…cooperative. I am sure you are doing your utmost, Lord Lantal. Furthermore, I would be delighted to meet Duchess Grishen.” 


  That made exactly one of her, and even Seraphel was lying. Sasi scowled, and Culin kicked his legs under the table until Lantal made him stop. He nodded to Seraphel, who was eating across from them. 


  “Your Highness is most gracious. On that note…I am reluctant to ask this, Princess Seraphel, but if I might make a request?” 


  “Of course. What is it?” 


  Lantal glanced at one of the two [Knights] standing at the back of the room. Ser Dalimont and another 


  [Knight] stared straight ahead, bodyguards for the [Princess]. They did not eat, and made casual conversation impossible. 


  “It is embarrassing to say, but with the threat of a [Necromancer], I cannot spare as many of Afiele’s household guard to search as I would like. Might I request a few of your Thronebearers to take to the field to aid Afiele? I would be honored if the Thronebearers of Calanfer would consent to demonstrate their abilities when next we put down undead.” 


  Ser Dalimont glanced at Lantal. Seraphel’s brows rose. 


  “I see no reason to object. In fact, that would be a splendid use for them instead of training all day. 


  Don’t you agree, Ser Dalimont?” 


  The Thronebearer coughed politely. 


  “Princess, we are sworn to protect you…” 


  “And I am sure I will be as safe as Lady Risel in the keep or town. I only need a few bodyguards, Dalimont. Or am I in that much danger here? We have all seen Afiele’s prowess on the battlefield.” 


  Lantal winced at that. The other Thronebearer twitched before schooling his features. Dalimont hesitated, and then nodded slowly. 


  “We would be honored to assist House Afiele, of course, Your Highness. Our blades are at your disposal, Lord Lantal.” 


  The [Lord] sighed in relief. He chewed on a strawberry, relishing the sweetness, as the talk turned to Menorome. The [Princess] wanted to know about the capital, the entertainments, which everyone was only too happy to talk about, even Culin and Sasi, and…her husband. 


  “The Earl of Ovela must be quite busy if he has not had time to meet me.” 


  Seraphel’s smile was polite, perfectly lovely, and bitter. Lantal bit his tongue. It was Risel who replied. 


  “The Earl is…often engaged in training. He and his sister are quite active, Princess. I am sure they are concerned with the Ailendamus situation.” 


  “Naturally. Well, I am looking forward to the wedding. It…is pleasant here, Lantal, Risel. You needn’t be concerned about my comfort. I have all the time in the world to grow used to Noelictus. Why, we may even be neighbors if I remain in Ovela. I shall be the Countess of Ovela, then. I hope you will treat me kindly, Lady Sasi.” 


  She smiled at the girl. Sasi stumbled in assuring Seraphel they would be excellent neighbors. Lantal exchanged a glance with Risel. Seraphel sat there, like the only living part of her was trapped in her eyes. 


  The [Lord] had never known another member of the royal family beyond a few passing words, or official events. But he felt for Seraphel. He wished he could tell her the Earl of Ovela was a fine man. 


  But the Twins were quarrelsome, each with their own faults and virtues. They were not the old Earl. And Lantal was certain that the new, young Earl did not want to be married either. 


  He passed the dinner with Seraphel being the charming guest. And she was. Lantal just wished he could believe she enjoyed herself as much as she claimed. She seemed patently miserable to him. 


  


  —— 


  


  That night, Cara O’Sullivan sat alone. Not because she had been abandoned, but having made a conscious choice. 


  Which was to have a drink. The tavern she sat in was separate from the inn in that it catered alcohol where the inn was a place to stable your horse, sleep, and eat. 


  Taverns, inns, pubs, motels…well, this was familiar to Cara, at least. Adreissel had a night-life. 


  Unlike the villages like Landsmecht, the thick walls around the town allowed people to do more than sit in their houses at night with the doors closed. They were still cautious, but Violetta and Idelt thought it was reckless to be up at night. 


  Mind you—Violetta would have joined Cara if Idelt hadn’t forbade her. Cara had asked about having a drink with some of the coins she’d earned from performing. Yes, she should save up. On the other hand? 


  Alcohol. 


  She had gone through a tomb, survived undead attacks, and sung and performed these last few days. 


  She deserved one drink! 


  “I’ll come too! I’m old enough.” 


  “No, you will not. The banquet is tomorrow. You won’t be out carousing when you need to rest.” 


  Idelt had forbade Violetta. Cara he had no power over, and anyways, she was only here for a single drink. Or two. She knew her limits. 


  The point was, Cara sat alone since Idelt had decided to parent by example. Some of the drinkers regarded her respectfully, but no one had really chatted her up after she’d shot down six prospective companions to her table in a row. 


  Which was low. Afiele vs Earth, again. Cara sipped at the beer. It was, predictably, a dark lager. What else? But a quite tasty one. 


  “I’ll have another. And what did you call the, um, spicy vegetables?” 


  “Yellats. Terandrian.” 


  The [Bartender] was the sort who’d serve you what you wanted and let you go about your day without chatter. Nor did most of the people here seem to want to chat; there was a background buzz, but it seemed to Cara that people here came here to drown what they’d seen. And in Afiele, there was a lot to drown. 


  “Like undead mice.” 


  She shuddered. Cara took another bite of the spicy, vaguely asparagus-broccoli shaped orange stuff. 


  Yellats. 


  “Where’s this from?” 


  “Chandrar. You’ve never seen it before? Popular vegetable. Appears everywhere.” 


  “I’ve never asked before. Chandrar, huh? Tastes good.” 


  The man nodded. Cara sighed. Lying was an endemic problem with her. In this world and Earth, really. It was just so handy. 


  “Good evening, Miss. You’re the [Singer] from this morning, aren’t you?” 


  Meltain, one of the keep’s best [Warriors], approached with a drink. Cara smiled at him. 


  “Yes I am. Hello! I have a fiancé.” 


  His face fell. Cara watched him backtrack instantly. 


  Lies. They were so helpful. But she felt bad sometimes, about lies to Violetta and Idelt, even by omission. Then again, truth was dangerous too. 


  She was a bit disconsolate. Or maybe the drink was bringing it on; Cara blinked. She was already halfway through the mug. 


  “Pace yourself, S—Cara.” 


  She muttered. She had a habit of speaking to herself at times, especially when drinking. Or when she was upset. 


  And she was, a bit. It was the nobility thing. All the money she’d earned had come from townsfolk, parents of the children she’d been entertaining—those were coppers. But the real donation had come from Lady Risel through that man, Meltain. 


  How did Cara feel about that? Well, not great. 


  Not because Lady Risel seemed evil. But it had been bubbling in her since meeting Lord Lantal. Someone had to say it. 


  “Down with these sodding [Kings] and [Queens]. Am I right?” 


  Cara looked around. The tavern didn’t really register her words at first; hers was a low voice among many. But after a second, a few people glanced up. Meltain, the [Bartender], an off-duty [Knight] with a broken arm. 


  And a brown-haired man with a terrible weight upon his shoulders. 


  All of them looked around. The [Bartender] eyed Cara. 


  “Are you well, Miss? I wouldn’t want a fight to start in my tavern. This is a peaceful place.” 


  “Perfectly. And why wouldn’t I be well? I’m just stating my opinion. [Kings]. [Queens]. Monarchies. 


  Nobility. Class structure. Who needs it?” 


  “Perhaps you’d like to slow your drinking?” 


  Cara blinked at him as she raised the lager for another sip. 


  “Why? It’s just a beer.” 


  His eyebrows rose. The [Bartender] put down the Yellat he was chopping up and leaned on the counter. 


  “Miss. You ordered the Midnight Runoff.” 


  “So? It’s a beer, right?” 


  Cara eyed the beer. She realized she was…swaying a bit in her chair. The [Bartender] hesitated. 


  “Yes…but it’s a Noelictus beer. I assumed you knew from the way you ordered.” 


  That was what you got for being confident in life. Cara stared at the man. 


  “What’s wrong with it?” 


  “It’s about three times as strong as what you might get anywhere else. It’s the barley. Hourglass Barley. 


  Ferments and absorbs a lot more than usual.” 


  “Ah.” 


  Cara raised the mug, then put it down and began chewing on the Yellats. 


  “Can I get more water? I stand by what I said, though. Sodding…stupid…” 


  “Excuse me, Miss. But we happen to like our [Lord] and [Lady].” 


  Meltain called out, affronted. He was sitting at the bar, close to Cara’s table. She raised her mug. 


  “Nothing on your two in particular, man. Just in general. The whole thing is what I object to. You know?” 


  The other patrons looked at her. 


  “No.” 


  “Your water, Miss. Perhaps you’d care to lower your voice?” 


  The [Bartender] offered her a second glass. Cara gulped, but now that she was going, she had to make the point. 


  “I mean it. It’s not about one person. I was trying to explain that to my friends. It’s about the system. 


  The monarchy. Hah!” 


  She knew she was getting uneasy looks. But no one had ever accused Cara of keeping her opinions to herself. 


  “We’ve got a [Princess] in town, right? Walking around with those poncy [Knights]. How much do you want to bet each one of them was born into their—their class? Hah. Their class, exactly. Do any of you resent that? Or isn’t it time yet?” 


  She searched around, feeling like a traveller between times as well as worlds. No one answered her. But then a man slowly stood up. 


  “Excuse me, Miss. But I would ask you to retract your words. Or be silent. For, as one of the ‘poncy 


  [Knights]’, I cannot allow you to further insult the royal family of the Undying Throne of Calanfer. Even by generalization.” 


  Every head in the room swiveled. Ser Dalimont of the Thronebearers looked at Cara. He was out of his shining armor, which was why no one had recognized him. And he had pulled up a hood, that he might have a drink in peace and quiet. 


  Which he was not going to have tonight, apparently. Cara blinked at him. The [Bartender] raised his hands. 


  “Sir Knight. Please do not make trouble—” 


  “I would never. Nor would I offer the threat of violence.” 


  “Except that you just did. Or what if I keep talking about how I, personally, dislike monarchies? Hmm?” 


  Cara smiled at the man. She was feeling nettlesome tonight. Ser Dalimont hesitated. 


  “I would ask you to refrain from speaking, then. I am a [Knight] of Calanfer and sworn to defend my Kingdom’s honor, miss. Against both word and deed.” 


  He made to sit back down, but Cara waved him over. 


  “Oh, don’t do that. Why can’t I say a bad thing about kings and queens? Because I’m right?” 


  “Far from it.” 


  After a moment’s hesitation, the man stiffly sat down at the table across from Cara. The rest of the inn listened with half an ear, interested, as the two foreigners began to debate. 


  “I am Ser Dalimont of Calanfer. And you, Miss…?” 


  “Cara O’Sullivan. Izril. Monarchy-hater. And you’re Ser Dalimont, are you? That’s a noble title? Or landed gentry?” 


  He hesitated. 


  “A [Knight] is accorded some privileges in the realm’s eyes. But I am not, in fact, a nobleman. Many of my order are.” 


  “Aha. There you go. Already it seeps in.” 


  “What, pray?” 


  “Being born into your station. Let me guess. Most [Knights] are noblemen’s sons, aren’t they? Second sons, third?” 


  “Correct. It is a family tradition to uphold the honor of Calanfer. Sons and daughters, Miss. Do you have an objection against female [Knights]?” 


  Cara blinked. 


  “Me? I didn’t even know you let women into your order.” 


  “Why would we not?” 


  She hesitated. Okay, that was interesting. However—she raised a finger. 


  “Noble daughters?” 


  Ser Dalimont raised an eyebrow. He took a sip of his lager—far more carefully than Cara. 


  “A majority. Why does this matter?” 


  “Well, then, they were given a head start, weren’t they? Just like how you’re born into the job of 


  [Princess]. How often do non-noble sons or daughters become [Knights]? And before you answer—” 


  She lifted a finger as Dalimont’s mouth opened. 


  “—how many don’t come from rich families or those with connections?” 


  He just looked at her. Cara sat there, munching on a Yellat. 


  “What is your point, Miss Sullivan? Does this have to do with your perceived fault with monarchies in general?” 


  She shrugged. 


  “It ties together.” 


  “How?” 


  She took another sip of her lager. It was good. 


  “Are you being serious? You are, aren’t you? I talked with another [Knight] about—well, it’s about hierarchies. The problem with social classes like this—feudalism, do you know the word?—is that it creates inequality by its very nature. People are born into higher ranks than other people. It’s inherently unfair, and this system is designed such that people can’t change the lot they’re born with. Terribly unfair.” 


  The bar listened in. Meltain felt the urge to stand up and move over; someone else was already sitting closer to the bar, ordering a second drink. A vaguely familiar man? But he was looking at Cara. 


  Ser Dalimont was gamely trying to understand. 


  “You are saying that the institution of the Thronebearers of Calanfer—my knightly order—is tied to this idea of ‘feudalism?’ But we allow all valorous and aspiring children into our order as [Squires]. Not all rise to the position of [Knight]—but many of the non-noble houses do.” 


  Cara shook her head. Amazing. He didn’t even know what she was talking about. But then—she came from a time after his, culturally. She tried to make it simple. 


  “Ah. But how many compared to the nobility? You said a majority of children are noble, right?” 


  “Yes, and?” 


  “I’m assuming that a [Knight] needs armor. Weapons. A horse. Training…who can afford it but the very rich? Which might be, I don’t know, a merchant or something. Or…mostly…nobility.” 


  “All of this is true. But the crown provides for exceptional cases—” 


  “How many?” 


  “Several dozen per year.” 


  “Compared to how many [Knights] who don’t receive money from your kingdom?” 


  He hesitated. Perhaps Ser Dalimont was catching on. He spoke slowly, with a furrowed brow. 


  “I don’t see how any of this is unjust. Armor costs money. A sword costs money. A [Knight] must have proper equipment. How does this create inequality?” 


  Cara thumped her mug on the table, exasperated. 


  “Because only the rich can become [Knights]! And I assume [Knights] are paid well? You—did you say Thronebearers? I saw your armor. Gold.” 


  “Gold-painted.” 


  “Painted gold? You have to get paid some money! Or—land for deeds performed, that’s it, right?” 


  “That is the aspiration of the older members of my order. Why?” 


  He was getting exasperated. Cara looked around. 


  “Who here would want to be a [Knight] rather than a [Warrior]? Or would have wanted to be one as a child?” 


  A few of the tavern chuckled. Some, like Meltain, waved a mug. Ser Dalimont glanced around as Cara smiled. 


  “And who could afford that? Or even get an introduction to the—knight-academy? The training schools? 


  Who could even afford to make the trip?” 


  Silence. Cara went on, slowly, drawing each word out. 


  “The problem is—some people were born with money and status, and some were not. So those who get to become [Knights] and win honor and glory and maybe even land or noble titles are made up of the people who already had that. In the same way—nobility and monarchies.” 


  Ser Dalimont’s face was furrowed; he understood some of it, but like most of the townspeople, didn’t get everything. However, the man sitting almost opposite Cara at the bar turned and raised his mug. He took a long gulp. 


  Someone got it. However, Cara’s words had provoked a reaction even from those besides Dalimont. 


  “I understand what you just said, Miss. But see here—that’s far from saying the nobility is bad. That’s just—nobility. What about adventurers? There’s a way up.” 


  Meltain again. The [Spearman] sat down at the table. Cara blinked at him. 


  Adventurers? She’d heard them referenced. She took another sip of water this time. 


  “What about them?” 


  “They can earn fame or fortune. And anyone can become an adventurer. Find a dungeon filled with loot or slay a monster, and you’ll become rich and famous.” 


  “Or die young.” 


  Someone else muttered. Cara wagged a finger. 


  “Ah, I get it. That’s like a mercenary, eh? Fortune seekers? Good argument. False argument.” 


  Dalimont and Meltain looked at her. 


  “Why?” 


  “Because you’re risking your life to get ahead. It must be what, a huge turnover in deaths? That’s not like being a [Knight], where you get training, armor, favors for the crown. Or do you think adventurers and [Knights] are alike?” 


  She had no idea, but from the expression on Meltain’s face as he glanced at Ser Dalimont, his arm in a sling, his clothing far higher-quality than anyone but Cara’s in the room—she knew she was right. 


  “You might get ahead as an adventurer. That’s true. That’s a way up. But it’s not equal or fair to compare it to what someone gets for being born.” 


  “See here! What’s wrong with being born into a noble family? Ser Dalimont, this woman is impugning too much!” 


  Another man stood up—more Thronebearers having a drink. Ser Dalimont waved the man down. 


  “Ser Vimel—” 


  “Do you have a problem with me saying all of this, sir?” 


  Cara waved over the second [Knight]. He stalked over as the two women and one man also got up to come closer. The [Bartender] was watching all this and wincing with premonition. But it wasn’t hostile—


  just— 


  “I am Ser Vimel, who was born into the noble family of House Laudrel. What is wrong with me, pray, Miss?” 


  “Nothing for you in particular. But isn’t it unfair you get to be born into what, wealth, status?” 


  He turned redder. 


  “My family is not what I would call wealthy or privileged among Calanfer’s own, Miss.” 


  Far from flinching at his ire, the [Actress] just snorted. 


  “But your family could afford to put you in golden armor. Whereas—how many people in one of Afiele’s villages could pay for even your gilded codpiece?” 


  Snorts from around the room. Ser Vimel’s eyes flashed, but Dalimont raised his good hand. 


  “Miss Sullivan. You seem to object to someone being born into wealth. What about a wealthy 


  [Merchant]’s son? Is he not entitled to his father or mother’s hard work?” 


  “I’m not saying that. Well—I have problems with that too. But here’s how I’d describe it. You have two kids. Both girls. Both born into families exactly as wealthy as the other. But one’s a—a baron’s daughter. 


  Who’s more important? And before you answer—who’s more important in how society treats her? 


  Who’ll get ahead because her family is important? Who gets treated as more valuable in marriages because she’s got a fancy name?” 


  Cara sat back, smirking, as the two Thronebearers and Meltain all regarded each other. After a moment, one of Meltain’s drinking buddies glanced up. 


  “Miss? One’s more important because she has a class that can help many more people, guaranteed. Or have you never heard of a [Lady] using her Skills to fix up a village in need? A [Baron] leading an army against monsters?” 


  A female [Archer] watched Cara from the bar. Cara stared at her. 


  “Why does she get this class, though? Why is that fair?” 


  “Because her family earned it. Because they are noble!” 


  Ser Vimel was exasperated. Cara pointed at him as the man at the bar snorted. The [Bartender] served him another drink and checked his coins. They were old, filthy, but they were good silver. Old denominations, though. He filled two mugs. 


  “Earned it. How?” 


  “When the first noble families were born—the first monarchs of Terandria and the Hundred Families founded, they were made of the best of Humanity. Their bloodline has endured to this day. Is that not worth the title?” 


  “First off—if you’re made a [King] for some deed you did, that’s one thing. But why does your son—or grandson—or every child after that get to be [King]? Did they earn it?” 


  “Their bloodline—” 


  “Blood? So what? I’m not saying individual people should be held to account. Did I mention your name, Vimel?” 


  “Ser Vimel—” 


  “I just mean that it’s iniquitous in the way it works in our society. For goodness’ sake, can’t you admit that—” 


  “Miss. Compliments.” 


  The [Bartender] interrupted the discussion with another mug of a lighter mead. Cara glanced at the bar and saw the man there lift two fingers. Meltain and the two [Knights] frowned that way, but Cara saluted him with the mug. 


  “Thank you! Someone’s on my side!” 


  “Speaking of you, Miss. Do you get to make these accusations? After all, you’re benefitting from all the things you complain against.” 


  Ser Vimel chewed furiously on a dark pretzel liberally coated in butter. Cara blinked at him. 


  “How?” 


  “I heard you were waylaid on the road. But because of Noelictus’ decree, you were surely taken in. And Lord Lantal is searching for your horse. Is that not so, sir?” 


  He turned to Meltain. The man nodded. 


  “Lost horse, possessions.” 


  “But that’s not—” 


  “Not to mention that you have no doubt travelled through Terandria. Where do you hail from, Miss? 


  Izril? Then each road and city you have gone through is protected by [Knights]! The lands guaranteed as safe by their liege lord or lady, and by the authority of the crown!” 


  Ser Vimel looked triumphant. Cara scratched at her head. 


  “…But that’s law and order. I’m talking about inequality. You’re not arguing against my point, just saying 


  ‘what about this?’ I am saying—monarchies, feudalism is wrong. Not protecting people. You fucking idiot.” 


  She didn’t say that last part, but she really thought it. Ser Vimel flushed. It was Dalimont who stopped him. 


  “Miss Sullivan. I still don’t see your point. You are clearly Izrilian—” 


  The bar chuckled. Dalimont smiled as he went on. 


  “—But you must admit that a [King] is a helpful force. Izril has no [Kings] and [Queens].” 


  “Which is why I love it. And?” 


  “And your people are at war with the Drakes. You have been for years. During the Antinium Wars, the north was fractured. When the Goblin King rampaged across Izril in the Second Antinium Wars—why, a 


  [King] would have stopped him faster, I’ll wager. He would have unified his lands, and had the Skills to protect. A [Lord] cannot compare to a [King].” 


  People were murmuring agreement. Cara blinked. 


  “…How do you mean?” 


  “Why, a [Lord]’s Skills are inferior to a [King]’s. Didn’t you know that?” 


  Cara’s brows slowly drew together. She had known something like that. But now— 


  “You mean, because he’s a [King], even his Skills are better than mine or yours?” 


  “Yes. Doesn’t that speak to why—” 


  “That’s bloody fecking stupid. And it doesn’t change my mind one bit. Just because this w—this system makes one person better than other people, it does not mean they are. Or that they deserve to be!” 


  The table leaned back from Cara’s vitriol. She furiously gulped down something and shook a finger at Dalimont. 


  “You—you have a King. Noelictus does too, right?” 


  “Yes. And I warn you, His Majesty—” 


  “Is he a good [King]?” 


  The room went silent. The Thronebearers all looked up and put down their drinks. Now that was a loaded question. Ser Dalimont inhaled. But Cara wasn’t done. 


  “And the second question. Is he a better [King] than Noelictus’?” 


  Dead silence. The [Knights] of Calanfer silently turned to Afiele’s people. It was Meltain who spoke. 


  “I think you get one answer depending on who you ask, Miss. And there’s no point in asking, is there?” 


  Shoulders relaxed slightly. Cara exhaled. She might have gone too far there. 


  “Okay. Okay, not my point. What I meant was—how do you know a [King] is the best man for the job?” 


  “Because he’s a [King]?” 


  She nearly threw one of her Yellats at Ser Vimel. 


  “No, I mean, how do you know someone else couldn’t do a better job in his place?” 


  Dalimont’s good hand tightened on his mug. 


  “That sounds like treasonous talk, Miss Sullivan.” 


  She scowled at him. 


  “Not about your [King], then. In general. What I’m saying is—let’s say you have an amazing [King]. Born into the job, so there’s no guarantee he’s good at anything, right? But he’s an amazing warrior or something stupid like that. Can he manage the economy?” 


  “What?” 


  “Manage. The. Economy. Because that’s his job too. Is he good at that? Can he fight a war, manage the economy, and is he good at administering justice? Politics?” 


  Cara tapped the mug on the table. Dalimont shook his head. 


  “A [King] has advisors for that purpose.” 


  “Well then, why not let the advisors run everything? Why have that one person in power? For that matter, what if you have a shitty [King] or [Queen]? If there’s only one heir—” 


  “Calanfer has seven [Princesses], Miss. Three sons—” 


  “But is it guaranteed to have that, Vimel? No? Shut up.” 


  Cara drained her first mug, reached for the water. She spoke. 


  “The problem is that even a good [Queen] or [King] is only…a person. You can’t rely on a person. That’s what I’m trying to say. They’ll let you down. A single monarch might be good. But the next? The ones after that? We need something better. No one will help you but yourself. You can’t trust the ‘people in charge’ to care or help you, specifically. They always miss someone between the cracks. Justice…doesn’t come. Not unless there’s a system in place to make it happen. A better system, for a better world.” 


  People looked at her. Cara flushed. She had said too much. She had made it too— 


  Personal. 


  At last, Meltain took a huge gulp. 


  “But what would that even look like, Miss Cara? A world without monarchies or even the nobility? 


  Just…people?” 


  “Yes. People who choose people to lead them.” 


  “Nonsense. A democracy? Like…what’s one of those?” 


  Cara glanced up. Some of the Thronebearers argued; the people of Afiele were blank. Meltain thought. 


  “Isn’t one of the Drake cities like that?” 


  “Pallass. And…Belchan. Chandrarian. I’ve heard of some Balerosian Democracies—that’s your better future?” 


  They laughed at her. Cara spoke seriously. 


  “It is. And a world without monarchies can exist.” 


  She was so convincing even the Thronebearers seemed uncertain. For a moment. But even so—Ser Dalimont exhaled. 


  “Miss Sullivan. You appear to be a traveller with strong…strong convictions. But you come to Terandria and insist that this is better. Pray, are the people of Afiele so unhappy? Do they want your democracy?” 


  He looked around. Cara saw people shake their heads at once. 


  “Not for me, even if I could choose. Long live Lord Lantal and Lady Risel! Fair and just!” 


  Meltain called out. Everyone from Afiele cheered and drank to that. Cara shook her head. That was just… 


  Her head was spinning. She was having trouble making a coherent argument, not to mention she was arguing alone against people firmly immersed in their system. But she made one last attempt. 


  “But. Aren’t there bad [Kings]. Bad nobles? Surely there are. Surely you know of people using their power and influence to bully smaller people.” 


  The laughter stopped. A shadow crossed every face. Oh, surely. Cara smiled bitterly with how certain she’d been. 


  “That is life, Miss Sullivan.” 


  Dalimont replied after a moment. Cara shook her head. 


  “It does not have to be. And who will take such bad people to justice? Thronebearers? What if they’re noble? Maybe…[Knights] protect the people who matter a bit more than the common folk?” 


  Dalimont froze. Ser Vimel turned red. Cara saw a few people carefully glancing at her, not even going as far as to nod. But she knew they heard something in her words they observed too. 


  “You go too far, Miss! To impugn our honor—” 


  “Then why are [Knight] orders made predominantly of the nobility?” 


  “Not all of them.” 


  Cara halted, with the second drink at her lips. Ser Dalimont was smiling at last, as with the cat who’d finally caught that damn mouse which had been taunting him all evening. 


  “You may not know it, Miss Sullivan. But the Thronebearers do accept mostly noble members. Some other knightly orders in Terandria make a point of accepting mostly common-born sons and daughters. 


  The Order of Seasons in Pheislant, for instance, has an equal split between noble and commoner. Your point seems to only attack Calanfer.” 


  The other Thronebearers were nodding triumphantly. Cara rolled her eyes. 


  “So there are unions of people who managed to seize some form of power despite the monarchies holding all of it. Half and half? So you’re telling me half of Pheislant is noble, hm? Because only that would be fair.” 


  Exasperated, Ser Dalimont went for his drink. Ser Vimel was standing up. 


  “It seems nothing will convince you, Miss, will it? I only regret that you did not join a knightly order, for your head is harder than any helmet I have ever worn. And your tongue could score Dragon scales!” 


  He began to stalk off to his table. Cara sneered after him. 


  “I thought [Knights] didn’t run from challenges?” 


  Chuckles. Ser Vimel turned. He scowled at Cara and barked. 


  “Well for you, Miss, that if you should ever be accosted or in danger, I will remember my vows over my personal feelings. For that is what it is to be a [Knight]. The Eternal Throne of Calanfer protects!” 


  His hand struck his chest. Dalimont copied the gesture, and so did all of the Thronebearers. 


  “It protects. The crown does protect, Miss Sullivan. You cannot deny that.” 


  She focused on him. And it was the drink. It was the sting of memory. 


  She slowly pushed back her mug and plate. And stood. The [Bartender] looked up. The man at the bar, who had been smiling, saw Cara rise. 


  “It protects, Ser Dalimont? Your crown, your sodding ‘Eternal Throne’ protects only what it chooses to protect. What happens to someone who gets on your [King]’s bad side? Whom he personally despises? I have never known the protection of a crown where I come from. I have only known its wrath. I have only…” 


  She stared past him. When she looked around, her eyes were suddenly sharp. 


  “I have known your great and glorious systems of government. I have seen the hierarchies of power curl up to protect themselves—protect the guilty because they are wealthier, more powerful, more connected, and thus, better than lesser people. You say your system works? I say: you have never fallen in the cracks.” 


  Ser Dalimont was silent. The [Singer] raised her mug. She quoted a speech. Not all of it. Just a piece. 


  “Let us fight for a new world—a decent world that will give men a chance to work—that will give youth a future, and old age a security. By the promise of these things, brutes have risen to power. They lie! They do not fulfill that promise. They never will. Dictators free themselves—but they enslave the people!” 


  She quoted a fiery speech. A speech by a great actor from her world. People were looking at her, as she stood, exhorting them. But she should have started at the beginning. 


  And—she was too angry. The young woman raised her mug, broke off from the ending. 


  “So here’s to your sodding monarchy! To your [Kings] and [Queens]! To hell with them all!” 


  She upended the rest of the mead onto the floor. It splashed down, hitting Ser Dalimont’s boots, half of Cara’s now very sticky borrowed clothing from Landsmecht—and the floor. 


  No one spoke for a long moment. Then Ser Vimel drew his sword. 


  On the list of bad things to say in front of [Knights] sworn to protect their kingdom’s honor—or Afiele’s people, with Noelictus’ own monarchy—this was a pretty bad one. Cara still hadn’t expected someone to draw a sword on her. 


  Because she’d forgotten she was in another world. In another place, she would have gotten a cheer—or, depending on the sensibilities of the bar, just gotten tossed out on her arse. 


  Here? The sword came up. 


  “Ser Vimel!” 


  Dalimont was struggling to his feet. But his one bound arm was getting in the way. The man took two steps towards Cara, steel raised, aiming at the wide-eyed [Actress] from Ireland— 


  And folded up. The man’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head, and he sagged. Cara moved out of the way before he crashed against the tavern’s floor. 


  Everyone looked around. Ser Vimel’s eyes were rolled up in his head. He’d missed cutting himself on the sword. And he was… 


  Snoring. Ser Dalimont checked him then glanced around. 


  “[Sleep] spell. Who…?” 


  Every eye turned to the man at the bar. The one who’d pointed a finger back towards Ser Vimel. He had brown hair, was smiling slightly, and he seemed thin. Not say, of his own choice, but with that figure of someone who sometimes just couldn’t eat. A larger man’s frame slightly reduced. 


  He had slightly filthy travelling clothes on—very old—and he slowly took a sip from his drink. 


  “Apologies. I thought the young woman was in danger.” 


  Meltain half-rose. He had noticed the man before, but not really taken note of him. Ser Dalimont blinked a few times. 


  “No offense, Ser Mage. Ser Vimel went too far. Although…” 


  He glanced at Cara. She was shaken. Slowly, Dalimont turned. He nodded and the other Thronebearers strode over. 


  “We should get Ser Vimel back to the keep. He’s clearly had too much to drink.” 


  “I’ll help.” 


  Meltain hurried over. Dalimont glanced at him. Meltain nodded. The other Thronebearers and Dalimont helped pick Vimel up. 


  “Apologies, again. We will settle the tab tomorrow. Now—with me—” 


  They made a speedy exit without even glancing at Cara. She barely noticed. 


  “I nearly died.” 


  She muttered. The [Bartender] was shaking his head. Also, he’d gotten a mop for the spilled drink. 


  The other patrons looked similarly uneasy. 


  “Perhaps you should leave, Miss.” 


  The man addressed her. But the [Mage] at the bar waved her over. 


  “Water for the young woman, [Bartender]. She’s had a fright. Water or milk. And we’ll both be out of your way.” 


  The man hesitated, but Cara was shaken. And then the [Mage] produced a gold coin and put it down. 


  “For the trouble.” 


  That changed things. The [Bartender] inspected the old coin, swept it into a pocket, and nodded. He brought some grey milk. Cara shakily made her way to the bar. 


  “Thank you. I—” 


  She was sobering up very fast. Fear did that to you. Also? She really needed to pee. The man smiled. 


  He had brown hair, that too-thin body, but also grey-blue eyes. His hands weren’t that rough as he held one out. 


  “You talk quite well, Miss. But one tends to need to back that up with a fast pair of legs or a fast hand in a fight.” 


  “I’ve had to have those fast pair of legs a few times.” 


  Cara admitted. She shook the hand, feeling a strong grip. She smiled. 


  “Thanks for the drink. Cara O’Sullivan. I saw you nodding a few times while I was arguing. Didn’t want to weigh in?” 


  “Feren Jealnet, at your service. My full name is Feremont, but ‘Feren’ is a nickname I prefer. And I don’t tend to like to argue with men with swords. But I thought you were quite right in every way.” 


  He nodded to her. Cara smiled. 


  “You put that [Knight] to sleep with a single finger.” 


  “Ah, well, he was distracted and drunk. I wouldn’t try it normally, but I had few options. I wasn’t about to try to stop him with a weapon.” 


  “Neither was I. I—don’t know how to use a sword. Pretend to, yes.” 


  Cara had taken stage-fighting lessons. But that was too real. Feren nodded. 


  “I don’t know how to use a sword either. But I can cast magic to defend myself. Most [Mages] don’t practice my skill at arms.” 


  “Really? I’ve never met o—I mean, never talked to one for long.” 


  He half-smirked at a memory. Feremont took a sip of his drink as he looked at the young woman, who was so agreeable to find in a place like this. 


  “Then again, I know some who love to play at swords and sorcery. I had a—friend who used to strut about with a rapier.” 


  “Really?” 


  They had rapiers? Cara was tickled and grinned. He shrugged. 


  “Ah, well. It always comes to one or the other in any case. That man wanted to silence you with a blade since you bested him with words. Fools often do.” 


  He sighed. Cara nodded slowly. He seemed to have his own axe to grind, but she was just relieved he’d saved her. 


  “You heard my argument? You must not be from around here.” 


  She glanced around the tavern. It was slowly emptying; not many people wanted to be up so late before the banquet, and besides, that last altercation had made most decide it was time for bed. The man nodded. 


  “Your words were truly spoken.” 


  She shrugged uncomfortably. 


  “I’m just a performer. Those weren’t my words. I just recite better people’s speeches.” 


  He grinned at that. 


  “You still brought a tavern to silence. Did you mean it?” 


  “To hell with the monarchy?” 


  The [Barkeep] looked up, then decided he’d better wipe down all the tables. He left the two practically alone at the bar. Feremont nodded. He took another long, long drink. 


  “…Yes. Did you mean that literally?” 


  Cara looked around. 


  “What, overthrow the monarchy?” 


  He nodded. Cara hesitated, then, after a moment, she leaned in and whispered. 


  “If only I could.” 


  She smiled. He actually laughed. He threw back his head and laughed, a huge guffaw that was so pleased she liked him in a moment. And vice versa. He raised the cup to her in a salute. 


  “A woman after my own heart. It’s just—it’s never easy, is it?” 


  In a second his expression changed to maudlin again, and he rubbed at his side as if he was hurt. Cara nodded, then shook her head at the entire argument that had passed behind them. 


  “Easy? What, to change Noelictus or those idiots from…Calanfer? Impossible. And then it’s all ‘slow change,’ but nothing changes. Some days it’s enough to make me want to…” 


  Moodily, Cara sipped at her drink, leaving the rest darkly unsaid. Feren though—he nodded. 


  “It never is easy. But you’re right. Those people—they don’t understand. But when you spoke about the cracks…” 


  His eyes flickered. His fingers drummed on the table, slowly, restlessly unhappy, trying to express something far larger within him. 


  “I know what you meant.” 


  Cara looked up. 


  “You too?” 


  They looked at each other. She was searching for…what? Bitterness? Anger? 


  No. Pain. Feren’s lips twisted. He snarled silently at something, and for a moment he was blindingly furious. But then he was dragged down by his drink and memory, and his shoulders hunched. He sat there, like someone sitting in a blizzard. She recognized that too, and the way he looked up at her. 


  He said none of it, though, but if he were an [Actor], he played his part beyond doubt. Cara recognized him; they’d had the same scene. Only different, in different worlds and different times. Feren’s voice shook slightly as he replied. 


  “I have known the raw side of the kingdoms of Terandria. The thorns on the crown. It’s hard to believe in the justice of monarchies then. The event…I would rather not talk about it. Forgive me.” 


  Just that. Cara nodded. She cleared her throat and found she couldn’t say it either. But—she looked Feren in the eye. 


  “I’m sorry. Me too. Not the crown but…yes. I wish something could be done. But you saw that. I can’t even give a speech without getting stabbed. I wish…” 


  She stopped. That was all. I wish. 


  Feremont waited. But she said nothing more. They were at that point in the drinking where words became so hard to…word. And, in truth, they’d gone further in understanding each other in this short conversation than Cara had with Dalimont or anyone else in this world. 


  They did understand. Too much of what the other had been through, even without the details. Feren looked at Cara. 


  “Did the crown itself let you down? Or simply the powers that represented it? I have known the cruelty of laws enforced by petty little tyrants. And you. May I ask…what happened?” 


  Slowly, the [Actress] stiffened, until she turned into a statue made of cracked wood. She looked over, and Feremont instantly waved a hand. 


  “Forget I asked, please.” 


  He took a drink and so did she. Cara swilled it about before taking another huge gulp. She exhaled. 


  “No. I—I don’t talk about it. I’m told I should by my ther—by people. I can’t. And, no, what happened wasn’t that I was attacked by the law itself. Just that when I was—everything that was supposed to be government, justice—let me down. In the end, everything boiled down to the quality of your blood. Or wealth in your pocket.” 


  Cara felt hot behind her face, like she was wearing a mask. She smiled, teetering on the edge of truth. 


  But she pulled back. 


  “It—it’s old history.” 


  She made a gesture as if brushing away the issue, but the other man didn’t let it go. He looked at her, and she saw his hands twitch. She wanted to pull back, step away from the bar. They were both…going backwards. Only, he didn’t try to avoid it. Feren’s voice grew deeper. 


  “Such things never go away. They shape us. If you will tell me…so they failed you. The petty little people around you.” 


  Cara whispered. 


  “Not just them. I went asking. I asked my parents, but they turned out to just be people. I asked my friends, but they were young, and what could they do? So I thought if there was no justice here…I could ask the people who mattered. I asked them, and they ignored me. Or told me I was wrong. I asked for justice, and they told me I was wrong. So an evil man walked, and I was told to go on my way.” 


  Feremont’s eyes were locked on hers. Cara turned her head. When he and the [Bartender] glanced back, she was smiling. A wry, bitter smile, perfectly placed. It fooled no one, but one man looked away, pretending he hadn’t heard. 


  Feren? He just scratched at the counter of the bar. He looked up at the ceiling, at Cara, searching for words. Then he replied simply. 


  “I wish there had been justice. That I had been there.” 


  “To save me from being a fool? Or to be the hero?” 


  Cara laughed. Mockingly; she couldn’t help it, even if he was serious. It was, after all, the kind of thing fools said as if it changed anything. But Feren looked at her and she hesitated. 


  “No. I wish these things. But I meant…afterwards. To deliver the justice that was never there. That…that is what I believe. Even if the past will never change, there should be a reckoning. No matter if it is now, or later, or in ten years. Do you believe that?” 


  Cara went still. The man’s eyes glinted. 


  “I do.” 


  He nodded. His fingers tightened on the cup. Cara went on, and looked back. 


  “I do. There should absolutely be justice. I only wish that there were no need for it to begin with. I wish…” 


  She looked at him. 


  I wish. 


  Feren’s hand tightened further, and he nodded. Too late. I wish there were other ways. But too late. 


  All they had was wishes and what remained. He whispered to her, a question rising in his throat like bile and memory. The question he knew the answer to, that rang in the soul of his being. 


  “Could you forgive them? For what they did to you? How do you sleep while they walk about under the open sky? Or are you waiting? Waiting for…” 


  He was turning to her to ask, when he heard the sound. It was… 


  Humming. 


  At the bar, the young woman was just leaning on one arm. On the old, thick wood. Humming. It was not a happy song. 


  But neither was it a sad song. It was a song somewhere in between. It provoked…tears. Sadness. It was a personal song. 


  He wished he knew the words to it. And as if she heard him, she began to sing. Once more. 


  Everything’s Alright. 


  A different liquid than sweat or alcohol glimmered in her eyes. The man sat there. He listened. 


  The tavern was quiet as Cara sang. The [Bartender] looked up, and the last patrons lingered as they put down their coins. 


  There were no glowing lights. No magical water. But it was still spellbinding. The words. Feremont listened to the words. 


  They wounded him. Cut him to the quick, deeper than even the enchanted sword, burned him worse than fire or fever because he looked at her and took something from that song. What was a song? Just lyrics and harmony and melody. But the singer completed the song and she— 


  She knew this song. In silence, everyone listened, and when Cara was done, no one applauded. But Feren lifted a mug. He searched for an age for something to say, but he couldn’t express it, so all he did was nod slowly. 


  “A beautiful song.” 


  She jumped as if she had forgotten he existed; she was clearly hung-over. But she smiled at him. 


  “Thanks. It was my favorite song. It helped me out when—well, it helped me out.” 


  Feren’s eyes shifted as he focused on her. He nodded, because that was true beyond words for her. Cara met his eyes and he broke the silence after a while with the only question he could ask. 


  “Are you a [Singer]?” 


  “Yes.” 


  He laughed in delight. Feren looked at her and shook his head in wordless amazement. 


  “That is far better a song than most I’ve ever heard. You didn’t write it yourself—but I haven’t heard it and you sing it so well. I wish you the best in your class. Someday, then, perhaps that song can change this sorry world for the better. Topple monarchies with a song. End this sorry inequality. For it must be done one way or the other…” 


  His voice trailed off. His eyes darkened, and he swept his hand through his hair. Cara blinked. She saw brown dust on his hand and a hint of white in…she focused on his face. His head was bowed. And she shook her own head bitterly. 


  “It’s just music. If it could save a life, or stop bad things from happening, we’d put more faith in the arts. 


  They’re a pleasant distraction. An inspiration. They can make you happy or sad or motivate you. No more.” 


  He looked at her, shaking his head unconsciously. Feren pointed a finger at Cara. 


  “So cynical. More than me. But that song was beautiful, Miss. And songs—have more power than that. I believe they do, like a spell. Levels. Classes. They give meaning to our struggles, our talents and desires. 


  Trust that will give you what you need.” 


  Cara shook her head. Levels? Classes? The song itself…her lips twisted bitterly. 


  “The song helped me, yes, Feren. It didn’t stop anything from happening to me. I wish you were right.” 


  He hesitated. At last, Feremont glanced at the door and put down his mug. 


  “Maybe it just wasn’t the right song.” 


  “Then there’s only one. And we need countless thousands, don’t we?” 


  The [Singer] almost snapped. But she was too tired to do more than glower. He listened as she went on, restlessly gripping at the bar’s counter. 


  “I’m a poor player on the stage. I strut and fret my hour, and when it’s done, I step off. Whether my audience cheers and laughs or boos me—I am only a performer. An entertainer. Without the power to change what truly matters.” 


  “Yet.” 


  That was all he said. Cara looked up. Feremont met her eyes. 


  “Yet?” 


  He repeated the words. 


  “Yet. You have levels. You have your class, Miss. If there is one justice in this world, even if some people, some classes are better than others—we all level. We all gain power if we strive. If we live.” 


  He looked past her. Slowly, Feremont glanced towards the back of the bar. He turned to her and smiled. 


  Wearily. Yet with a deepening core of resolve. He looked at her, and seemed to take some reassurance from her. 


  Unhappily, Cara thought. Like someone reaffirming a terrible, cynical truth of the world. The man seemed tired. Unhappy. But decided. His smile did not reach his eyes, not really. His eyes—she had seen that look too. 


  “One person can change fate, Miss Sullivan. If you believe in anything, believe in that. One person can change it all. I think we were meant to talk tonight. You…you are realizing your path. I have long known mine. It is your suffering and that of many that makes this world so cruel. It cannot exist. Even if the battle is hopeless, we have to fight against it, don’t we?” 


  She didn’t know what he meant then. Cara opened her mouth to respond, but she couldn’t, unsure of what he meant. She thought he would explain, but he pushed himself up abruptly. 


  “Excuse me. I need to use the restroom.” 


  “Of course.” 


  Feren—the man walked past Cara. She waited for him to come back, but he was gone for a minute. Then two. Then—the door to the tavern. 


  “[Necromancer]!” 


  Cara spun, nearly falling out of her chair. Meltain, the Thronebearers, all who had been in the bar and more, except Ser Vimel—looked around. They were wearing their armor. And half the keep’s guard was behind them. 


  “Where is he?” 


  The [Barkeep] had thrown up his hands and dropped the cleaning rag. He searched around. 


  Cara froze at the bar, terrified. Ser Dalimont strode into the room with his sword drawn. A group came in through the rear of the tavern. 


  “W-who are you looking for? The young lady has done nothing more, Ser Knight—” 


  The man stammered. Dalimont ignored him as he stared around. 


  “The man at the bar. Not the girl! Where did he go? He was—” 


  He stared around. Meltain ordered the others to search the street. But Feren was gone. Nowhere to be found, no matter how hard they searched. 


  Cara was let go after being asked for clues on who the man was—but he had said nothing about where he was going or his plans. She returned to the inn and Violetta’s shared room, shaken. But mostly drunk. 


  She didn’t know the context, and woke up Violetta tripping over the bed. 


  That was her night, which rewarded her with a splitting headache and little memory of what had happened except for deep regrets and Violetta’s reproachful attitude over breakfast. 


  The next day—Grishen arrived. 


  And the banquet began. 




  1.12 P 


  Seraphel du Marquin met Duchess Grishen, traded the customary kiss of greeting, and then the old 


  [Duchess] took Seraphel’s hand and nearly broke it in a handshake. She caught the [Princess] wincing, and her hand tightened further. 


  “You’re rather fragile, Princess Seraphel. Well, a few years in Noelictus will see you toughen up or buried. Calanfer, eh? Good sunlight. Too much of it, for my tastes. Can you throw magical light? Got any auras?” 


  The [Princess] stared down at the old woman. To describe Duchess Grishen was to make inevitable comparisons to leather, granite, or something tough and unbreakable. Much like the spiked mace she carried, actually. 


  “Excuse me? I, ah—don’t have a strong aura, Duchess Grishen. And I can’t cast magic. I’ve been taught of course—” 


  She tried to remove her fingers before the old lady broke them. Grishen had white hair; she was in her eighties, but she walked without help. And she had apparently ridden all the way from her estates in a single day with an escort of twelve. 


  “Shame. Well, it’d be too much to ask for a [Battle Princess], wouldn’t it? And you, Lantal, what are you doing letting a Rhir-forsaken [Necromancer] muck about? I’ve brought three of my best [Scouts] and 


  [Trackers] with me—they’ll bring down this spellcaster, and we’ll plant his head on a pike like the old days.” 


  Grishen turned away from Seraphel and began abruptly castigating the much younger [Lord]. Seraphel massaged some life back into her fingers as she stared at the old woman. 


  Duchess Grishen treated everyone like children. And the children like adults. She scrutinized Sasi, who gave her a very proper curtsy and Culin a bow. 


  “Looks like you’re growing like a weed, Lady Sasi. Good, good. And you, Lord Culin?” 


  “It is very nice to see you again, Duchess.” 


  The boy gave the old woman a look that betrayed his extreme misgivings. Grishen gave him much the same look. 


  “You’re looking rather plump, Culin. Haven’t you had the lad apprenticed yet, Lantal? Sasi too—get them a few years with the Hunter’s Guild or some [Knight] order. Make them proper [Lord] and [Lady] 


  for Afiele.” 


  “Grishen, you are a delight. But Culin and Sasi are too young for that!” 


  Risel smiled and went over to hug Grishen. The [Duchess] snorted. 


  “Sasi’s nine. She could have been training with a [Knight] order as a [Squire] a year ago. But I won’t tell you what to do with your children. Never had time for them myself.” 


  Her eyes said she was going to order everyone about. Seraphel smiled and gestured at her 


  [Handmaidens] covertly. They formed a shield in front of her. Mariel squeaked as the [Duchess] swung her iron-gaze back towards Seraphel. 


  “It is an honor to meet you, Duchess Grishen. I can see we will be fine neighbors for years to come. 


  Will…the Earl and Countess of Ovela be joining us, do you know?” 


  I hope you die this winter. 


  The [Duchess] smiled. She had excellent teeth. She could probably chew through a steel helmet. 


  “I don’t doubt it, Princess Seraphel. And no, the Twins are staying put. They’re still clashing with that damned Ailendamus brat. The Baron’s been raiding Noelictus so the Twins are raiding him back. I should have bashed his brains out the last time we went to war.” 


  “Grishen, this isn’t the perfect time for politics.” 


  Risel murmured through her smile. Grishen looked at Seraphel and then at the [Lady] blankly. 


  “Why not? Princess Seraphel’s going to be one of us. Ties between Noelictus and Calanfer and all that. 


  But very well. Where am I staying? And when is the banquet? Do we have music?” 


  “I’ve asked some of the best musicians to perform, Grishen. I think you’ll enjoy it. Culin and Sasi have been quite taken with a [Singer] who’s also come.” 


  “A foreigner? She had better not be a singing Gnoll or Naga or something. I hate those strange songs. 


  Give me a proper working melody. Now, about your Necromancer problem. I want that fellow dead. Tell me all about it, Lantal, and how you lost a [Necromancer]. I thought you were fast enough. No—give me the battle, blow by blow. How good are those fancy Thronebearers?” 


  The Duchess swept past everyone, leaving even Seraphel behind. The [Princess] eyed the meek retainers as they unloaded her sparse luggage. 


  “Horrible woman. Remind me never to entertain her. I rather think I’ll stay in the capital if I can. Mariel, a healing potion. I think she actually cracked a bone.” 


  


  —— 


  


  Later, Seraphel saw the keep’s dining hall more crowded than it ever had been before. People bustled about, bowing to her, greeting the Duchess…and she sat in internal torment with a smile on her face. 


  Seraphel wasn’t looking forwards to the banquet. It was going to be tedious, filled with speeches if she was unlucky—she’d have to say something—and she would of course be on display. The only thing that would make it worse would be sitting next to the [Duchess]. 


  Duty demanded nothing less, though. The [Princess] sighed. She sat, smiling, next to the [Duchess] who chewed with her mouth open as she berated Lantal. She sat there, as Lantal and Risel nervously had the five-course meal set before them. A doll in a chair, eating lightly and making smalltalk. 


  They had invited the [Knights] to dine, as well as some of the town’s more prominent members and some of Grishen’s escort to fill the lower tables. Seraphel watched, dully, as the first songmaster came to perform for her honor. 


  He had a flute. He was, in fact, a flautist. The man was in his late forties, and after a speech about the honor of being here—he played. 


  By himself. Alone, as everyone stopped eating and listened in almost absolute silence. The flute emitted a haunting, lonely melody. Something you could listen to while working. A song that made you feel— 


  Alone. Seraphel sat there, her smile frozen on her face. The people of Afiele, Grishen, chewing on some fat, even the one dog—they were all silent. 


  Contemplative. Listening to the sorrowful music. It spoke to them, giving them something. 


  It spoke to Seraphel too. But she didn’t want to hear anything it said. 


  Was this—her life? This music? This dreary place without color? The [Princess] stared at the [Flautist], who had closed his eyes to play. It felt like something in her grew old and died as she sat there. 


  “How wonderful. Thank you, Songmaster Beter. Who is next? Ah, from the village of Qet…” 


  Another person, a Songmistress with a lyre stepped forwards. Seraphel sat there as she began to play a slightly more upbeat song. Slightly. 


  She…was going to snap. The [Princess]’ eyes roamed the room. She wanted to excuse herself, but they’d probably wait until she returned. She had sat through worse events. But this? 


  To distract herself, Seraphel searched the room for something, anything. And her eyes alighted on a pair waiting to perform after the Songmistress from Qet. 


  There were two of them. One, a young woman, dressed in white and black like the rest of Afiele’s folk. 


  The other was different. Her clothing was casual, but bright, marking her as rich. Not from Calanfer. 


  Seraphel locked her gaze on the strange young woman. She was…well, not a peerless beauty. Not unattractive, but no [Lady] whose Skills made her dazzle in all settings. But there was something else to her that drew Seraphel’s eye. 


  The way she held herself. It was…aloof. Not condescending, like some of Calanfer’s nobility and royalty stood. But detached. In a room full of people, she still stood as if there were invisible eyes watching her. 


  As if how she stood and acted mattered at all times. 


  And another thing. She was staring about. Talking to the nervous young songmistress who had a damned cello of all things. An expensive instrument for a village! But—the young foreigner seemed calm. Confident. Her eyes roamed the room. She gave the high table, Lord Lantal, Risel, and especially Duchess Grishen a look of distaste. Culin and Sasi waved at her, and she smiled. 


  Then she turned to Seraphel, and her smile vanished. The [Princess] blinked as Cara’s eyes met hers and locked on to her tiara, and then her face. Cara stared at the [Princess], not furtively taking glances like everyone else. She just looked Seraphel up and down, and then glared. 


  Seraphel was astonished. She had met people who disliked her. But never so openly. As her little sister would say, how dare this plebian glare at her? Seraphel hesitated—and then stared back. 


  She refused to look away. Or blink. The [Princess] kept the fake smile on her face; she could do that all day. But she refused to be stared down by this…whomever it was. Cara refused to turn away as well. 


  The two stared at each other, tuning out the sound of the lyre. Engaged in a silent contest. Seraphel’s eyes watered, but she refused to blink. She dug her fingers into her palm. Cara folded her arms. The two narrowed their eyes, waiting for the other to break as tears threatened to come out. One minute. Then two…Seraphel felt like her eyes were about to snap shut. They were itching— 


  “—Princess? Princess Seraphel, is everything alright?” 


  The [Princess] turned her head, blinked. Everyone was staring at her. 


  The Songmistress was done, and the woman was waiting for a response, terrified. Seraphel had been so focused on the stranger that she hadn’t heard. 


  Lady Risel was looking to Seraphel, nervous. The [Princess]’ mind raced as she blinked rapidly. She put on a big smile and nodded to the Songmistress. 


  “I…my apologies, Risel. I was so moved by the song that I quite lost myself in it.” 


  A pleased murmur ran through the room. Seraphel saw several older people, including Grishen, nodding approvingly. The Songmistress beamed and bowed repeatedly. 


  “I’m delighted.” 


  Risel wasn’t fooled. She glanced down the room towards Cara and Violetta, who were setting up. 


  “Now, I believe our final Songmistress is performing with a special guest. A [Singer] from…abroad. Is that correct?” 


  Lantal nodded. 


  “She’s a traveller who lost her horse. I fear it might have been stolen or…turned. I believe they’ll be playing together? Miss Violetta is a [Cellist], quite accomplished for her age, Princess Seraphel.” 


  He looked a bit nervous as he poked at a tart of blackberries with a fork. Seraphel smiled. 


  “Well, I will be delighted to see how well they perform. Together, you said?” 


  She had raised her voice, and she saw Cara raise her head. The [Singer] bared her teeth. But it was Violetta who bowed and looked at her father, who had been given a place, before speaking in a trembling voice. 


  “It—it is a tremendous honor to perform before you, Your Highness! I—we will do our best. First, I will play a traditional song of our village…” 


  The cello resting in front of her, Violetta sat on a stool and played in the banquet hall. This time…Seraphel didn’t take her eyes off Cara. The [Singer] didn’t meet her gaze. She was setting something up. 


  A drum. She didn’t seem exactly adept with it as she tried to find the best place for it. But she was clearly waiting for Violetta to finish. 


  Quiet applause after the first, somber song ended. Violetta bowed and then glanced at Seraphel. She tried to remember the name of their song as she stuttered out loud. 


  “Next is—next is, um—” 


  Violetta’s face went white. It was Cara who stood up. She did not bow. Grishen’s eyes narrowed. 


  “My name is Cara O’Sullivan. I’m pleased to perform with her a new song from my home. It is not traditional to Noelictus, but I hope you will enjoy it, Your Highness.” 


  Across the banquet hall, Seraphel’s eyes slowly narrowed as Cara met her eyes once more. 


  


  —— 


  


  The young woman focused on Seraphel, and the [Princess] smiled like a viper. 


  Well, this is hardly boring at all. 


  Seraphel inclined her head, her eyes glittering. She felt an actual smile on her face. The kind of smile she used to give Lyonette or her other sisters right before they sat on something unpleasant. 


  She didn’t know what this young woman’s problem was, but if she didn’t like this song, she would, very eloquently and royally, lay down a few verses of her own. 


  Not too harshly, of course; the young woman next to this Cara seemed ready to burst into tears, but a bit of humiliation wouldn’t go amiss. Otherwise—it had better be a very good song. So she nodded graciously, like her chin was the [Headman]’s axe about to descend. 


  “I should be delighted to hear it, Miss O’Sullivan. Pray, proceed.” 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Princess] lifted a hand. And saw Culin and Sasi bouncing in their seats. The [Singer] nodded and sat down. Violetta looked at her. Cara nodded. And then Cara touched the drum. She murmured something. 


  “—er Illusion].” 


  And the little standing drum changed. It turned from the carved, wooden upright drum with the stretched animal hide into…something else. 


  A different kind of drum. Rounded, sitting in front of Cara. And—instead of playing on it, she was tapping on some kind of foot-pedal which swung a little mallet into the drum. 


  Seraphel du Marquin sat up as a fast beat began to echo throughout the hall. Lord Lantal blinked. Risel leaned forwards as Grishen grunted in surprise. 


  Violetta put her bow to the strings of her cello and began to play. Faster, brighter than any other tune Idelt had heard in a long time. The music came from her and Cara’s illusory drum. And then—something else. 


  A piano’s keys. Cara was sweating as she played on the drum and called each note from the spell. But she knew this song. It was not for Seraphel. It was for Culin. For Sasi. 


  For Afiele and Violetta and the death of dark, miserable days. She opened her mouth and began to sing. 


  The heads across the hall rose as Cara closed her eyes. Every eye fixed on her. The words said one thing—but it wasn’t a sad song. And then—Violetta took a shuddering breath, and she began singing. 


  It’s Gonna Be Okay by The Piano Guys. You could duet it, after all. 


  Idelt stared at his daughter as her voice wobbled. But this song. This song! Cara opened her eyes and saw Violetta staring back, terrified but also elated. This song was meant for a cello and piano. And it was meant for more than one voice. Violetta’s voice wobbled as she sang. 


  Cara and Violetta sang together. 


  


  —— 


  


  Princess Seraphel sat there as the song took over the entire room. The silence, almost like quietus, the reserve—it broke into pieces. Duchess Grishen was glaring, and some of the other guests looked shocked. 


  But Culin and Sasi were laughing, banging on the table along to the music. Their parents stared at Violetta, who was making her cello sing in a way they hadn’t imagined the instrument could be played. 


  And the words—Cara O’Sullivan glanced at the [Princess]. And when she was singing—her glare was gone. The next words struck Seraphel in her heart. 


  The [Princess] felt weak. She sat back, listening with every fiber of her being; too weak to move at the same time. She felt struck. But not in a bad way. 


  The two played. A duo. Cara and Violetta. One with a drum and music from her world. The other a cello. 


  Copying a song Cara knew and loved enough to replicate. 


  Incidentally, Sir Cliff Richard had featured in this song, which had been made by a duo of musicians who played with piano and cello and had become famous. It was perfect for Violetta. 


  It was perfect for Noelictus, who had never heard pop. Who didn’t know what music could be. Cara and Violetta sang in harmony, the product of three days of practice. It wasn’t perfect. 


  But it was more than okay. 


  


  —— 


  


  When the two finished, the hall was silent. Violetta, panting for lack of oxygen, nearly passed out as she held her breath. Cara was breathing hard too. But—she saw Culin and Sasi beaming. 


  “Well, that was…” 


  Lord Lantal was smiling. He couldn’t help it. The song had spoken to him too. He looked at Risel and saw the same expression. 


  Duchess Grishen was scowling. She didn’t like it like the others. Lantal hesitated, glancing at Seraphel. 


  Cara’s head turned to the [Princess]. The rest of the room was murmuring, impressed; not everyone was a fan, but it had been new. Fresh. They waited though, hesitating to voice their opinions. 


  Seraphel du Marquin slowly rose from her chair as every head turned back to her. She looked down at Cara, and the [Singer] braced herself. She saw Seraphel raise her hands. 


  And applaud. The [Princess] applauded quietly. Cara started. Then she heard enthusiastic applause. 


  “It was amazing! Do it again!” 


  Culin shouted. Sasi was applauding too! And then Lantal, Risel, and the others copied Seraphel. The Thronebearers and her [Handmaidens] instantly put their hands together, applauding loudly. But what came from the rest of the room was genuine applause. 


  Idelt beamed at his daughter. Her cheeks were red, her eyes glittering. Violetta beamed. And Cara…looked up at Seraphel. The [Princess] inclined her head towards her. Cara hesitated— 


  Then bowed. Like an [Actor] upon the stage. To the [Princess] and the crowd. Even the Duchess, who was grudgingly emulating the [Princess]. 


  When the applause had faded, Seraphel called down to Cara. The [Singer] was ready for this. 


  “What excellent music. I have never heard the like in all my years; never in Terandria. Miss Cara, where does it come from?” 


  “It’s…a song from my home, Lady Seraphel. But I’ve adapted it for here. I am—a [Singer]. A travelling performer. If you would like to hear more—there are more songs. Not all with voices.” 


  She felt strained from that song. Making the illusion play the piano and drum parts had given Cara a headache. Seraphel blinked. She nodded. It was Lady Risel who nodded. 


  “I believe I speak for everyone when I say more music would be delightful. Please entertain us, Miss Cara, Miss Violetta.” 


  “Ready? Let’s do…A Sky Full of Stars, Violetta. Just like we practiced.” 


  The young woman nodded. She put the bow to her violin. And everyone watched as the drum vanished. 


  Cara put it to one side. She sat on her stool. And—for a second, Seraphel saw something. 


  A piano. The ghostly instrument appeared and Cara began to play. The world around her and Violetta—


  changed. The stone floor vanished— 


  And snow began to fall. The ground was white as Violetta closed her eyes and played the music she had memorized in one day. She had learned it by heart, without musical notes, just copying Cara. That was talent. By contrast—Cara was just using magic. 


  Copying a video, copying a song she had heard once. She couldn’t have made it real without Violetta. 


  The snow swirled around them as they played. 


  No voices. Just a piano and cello, singing together. Faster. Louder. Not a song to sit to. A song to dance to! To enliven! Violetta’s fingers blurred across the cello. Sweat ran down Cara’s brow and back. 


  This time, no one said anything for a while after the song ended. But Seraphel was smiling. And Cara didn’t have the ire within her to glare. The [Princess] seemed so…happy. 


  So did the kids. Sasi’s voice was clearly audible as she turned to her mother and whispered loudly. 


  “I want to learn how to play that thing!” 


  “What is that?” 


  The [Lord] looked down at Cara. The [Singer] let the piano vanish; keeping it in place had been giving her a splitting headache. 


  “A piano, sir. A—new instrument. I can’t bring one with me, so I’ve conjured an illusion for the music.” 


  That was what she was doing. Cara wasn’t singing perfectly. She wasn’t creating the music herself. But she was performing it well enough. 


  And it was more than enough. Lord Lantal smiled. 


  “If it can be built, I am sure Afiele would welcome such an instrument. Miss Cara, Songmistress Violetta, your music is a delight. Tell me—would you be willing to play at least one more song?” 


  “We don’t have time to spend all day listening to that kind of music, Lantal.” 


  Duchess Grishen glowered at the [Lord]. He hesitated, but Seraphel leaned forwards. 


  “Ah, but I see Lord Culin and Lady Sasi are quite delighted. Another two or three performances should be endured for their sakes, surely, Duchess Grishen? I myself find the music quite engaging.” 


  “Er…” 


  The [Duchess] realized she was a minority in the room. Many of Afiele’s people were nodding. The 


  [Duchess] sat back with a sour expression. 


  “Cara? We can do the other songs. Cara?” 


  Violetta was looking worriedly at Cara. The [Actress] was touching two fingers to her temple. She had a blinding headache. 


  “I’m fine—it’s just—the spell—” 


  It hurt to perform like that. But Cara was performing. She looked up at Lord Lantal. 


  “I’d be delighted to do at least one more song—Lord Lantal. This—Violetta, let’s do, uh—Fight Song?” 


  She wasn’t about to sing. But the instrumental version was enough. Violetta nodded. Cara sat down. 


  Biting her lip. She just had to concentrate…she raised her hands. 


  The piano appeared. Cara bit her lip as the headache redoubled. No, hold it together—hold it— 


  The pressure increased. Cara felt the world spin. She caught herself—the music faltered. Violetta lowered the bow. 


  “Cara!” 


  “I’m—” 


  Something wet trickled down Cara’s lips and chin. She raised a hand and realized her nose was bleeding from both nostrils. The hall stared. 


  “Oh. Shit.” 


  Cara touched at the blood. Duchess Grishen looked interested. Risel rose. 


  “I think that’s magical backlash. Someone, a healing potion and perhaps a mana potion. A shame, but I think—” 


  Seraphel saw the [Cellist] reaching for the [Singer]. Risel was fumbling as the [Blacksmith] got up. The hall buzzed— 


  And the doors flew open. A panting person shattered the noise and banquet with a single word. A young woman, screaming, one arm hanging loosely, blood running down her shoulder. She ran towards the high table and said one word. 


  “Undead!” 


  Lord Lantal froze. He reached for his sword. 


  “Where? What’s happening? How many?” 


  The young woman was wild-eyed. White-faced. Meltain and half a dozen of the house guard raced in after her. The Songmistress gaped at the girl. 


  “Eline?” 


  Eline looked up at Lantal, then around the room. 


  “They’ve attacked Qet. They broke down the doors. There are—so many—” 


  She fell to her knees. Seraphel stared down at the girl. She saw the [Lord] vault the table. He landed on the ground and Cara, the people of Afiele, all focused on him. Lord Lantal pointed at Meltain. 


  “With me! We ride to Qet!” 


  He raced for the stables, all but a handful of Afiele’s guards on his heels. The banquet broke up in chaos and fear. Cara sat there, bleeding. She watched the [Lord] race off, as the [Princess] ordered her 


  [Knights] to join him. 


  Lord Lantal ran as fast as he could and leapt into his saddle. He raced forwards, through the night. 


  He was still too late. 


  


  —— 


  


  The Thronebearers caught up with Lord Lantal on the road towards Qet. He was riding with twenty of Afiele’s guard. All he could muster. 


  “Lord Lantal! Princess Seraphel has ordered us to fight by your side!” 


  Ser Dalimont bellowed. His words were nearly snatched away by the breeze. Lantal was riding fast, so fast he dared not reply for fear of biting his tongue. 


  They broke the doors. That was what the young woman had screamed. The [Lord of the Fields] was afraid. 


  Qet was not far from town. Eight miles—at full gallop and with [Swift Rider], Lantal could cover that distance in no time. But he had to slow—Meltain bellowed for his lord to stop. 


  “Lantal! You can’t go alone!” 


  The [Lord] slowed so the other galloping horses could match his speed. The Thronebearers, weighed down, were slowest. By the time they reached the point where Qet was visible over the rise in the ground, the others had dismounted. 


  “Lord Lantal, we aren’t riding in?” 


  “We can’t. I’ve sent a [Scout] ahead. Dismount.” 


  The [Lord] curtly ordered the [Knights]. The Thronebearers muttered. 


  “Dismount? But we fight best on horseback.” 


  “Are your horses trained to fight undead? They’ll spook if a Ghoul jumps them. And a dead horse becomes a zombie fast. Also—we might need them to escape.” 


  The [Knights] hesitated, turning towards their leader. Dalimont’s eyes flickered. Slowly, he dismounted. 


  “You are in command, Lord Afiele. What are we looking at?” 


  “I don’t know.” 


  The village was silent. In the distance, it was dark—no lights visible. That was a bad sign. If it was under attack, they should have heard something. Ser Dalimont’s sword and shield were raised, and he was poised to charge forwards, but he wavered. 


  “We’re not going in? The young woman was insistent—” 


  “We have to scout.” 


  Lantal was vibrating and silent inside. He had drawn his longsword. He looked towards the village, speaking for the benefit of the [Knights], to fill the space between his thundering heartbeats. 


  The plain, thick houses stood silent and tall. Featureless. No lights in the windows. Lantal’s skin prickled. 


  Few of even Noelictus’ people had the courage to sleep in darkness. 


  There would be lights. Something terrible has happened. 


  The worst? He didn’t know. Lantal longed to rush in too. But—everything he had been taught told him not to. 


  His father had died like this. Rushing in, making one mistake. Lantal had seen his body. He edged left, seeing his house guard do the same. Trying to peek between the spaced houses for…something lurking in the shadows. A gleam of glowing eyes under the stairs. Afiele’s people had strict building codes to prevent tight alleyways. Yet he saw nothing. Heard nothing. 


  It didn’t matter. They didn’t breathe. If he had the money for [Detect Death] spell scrolls…Lantal realized the [Knights] were looking at him, not realizing what he was doing. So he explained. 


  “If they broke the doors, there’s a higher grade of undead out there. No zombie can break a door in Noelictus. No Ghoul, either. Not skeletons—if they broke the doors, it means a Lich. An undead [Mage]. 


  Or a Crypt Lord. Or…worse.” 


  The Thronebearers hesitated. They had formed a tight formation. Afiele’s guards had staggered themselves, protecting the archers who were next to the horses. Six were still mounted; experienced skirmishers who could fight the leaping, running Ghouls. The [Knights] were good, Lantal had no doubt. 


  Yet had they ever seen a spellcasting monster? Glanced up and seen a Bone Crawler scuttling slowly overhead to drop on you from a tree? Let it only be that. Let the people be hiding— 


  “Lord Lantal.” 


  A voice. The [Scout] ran back, breathless. Her eyes were wide. She raised a trembling finger, and Lantal’s stomach dropped. It was her eyes. The tone of her voice, cracking. 


  “It’s a Crypt Lord. At least one. I ran the moment I saw it.” 


  “No. Is anyone—are they—” 


  Lantal felt a chill. The woman’s face was white. She pointed, stumbled over her words. 


  “Every door is destroyed.” 


  The [Lord] swayed for a second. Someone dropped an arrow. The [Knights] looked at Afiele’s protectors and only Dalimont’s eyes widened as he realized what that meant. 


  All of them? Qet had been a lively village this morning. It had existed for centuries, the people growing, leaving— 


  Something shuffled deeper in the village. Lantal heard a wet, squelching sound. A curious, shambling set of footsteps, following after the [Scout]. The woman looked back, sick, then fixed on Lantal, and her eyes were bright. Expectant. 


  “Maybe some escaped. We should light a signal. Milord? Do we engage?” 


  “Yes.” 


  There was no other word Lantal could have ever said. He pointed, forcing down questions, wondering if anyone had—he spoke quickly. 


  “Send up a [Light] spell. Draw the undead towards us. Archers—focus on Ghouls. Then that Crypt Lord.” 


  “What is a Crypt Lord?” 


  One of the [Knights] murmured. He received incredulous looks from all of Afiele’s guard. One guard with magical abilities threw a ball of white light up into the air. 


  Lantal waited. He waited for shouts. He waited for people to call for him. He was ready to leap into the saddle or just run and save them. 


  No one made a sound. They waited. The Thronebearers made a line of golden armor between Afiele’s warriors. They were restless. Afiele’s guard waited. 


  They knew what was coming. 


  “There!” 


  An [Archer] swung her bow up. She loosed the arrow and something stumbled. Lantal saw the 


  [Thronebearers] start. It was just a flicker in the darkness, but the [Archer] had hit it. It came closer, not snarling, just bounding forwards. 


  No breathing, no cry of anger from the arrow. That was what was terrifying. At first, Lantal only saw a ragged, strangely familiar form. Hunched shoulders, bounding on all fours and then skipping to two legs…it was unnerving because it was a Human’s body. But that was not how a person moved. 


  Then he made out skin. Torn flesh lying open to the air. Dried blood around a festering, fatal bite wound, buzzing with flies. No living person could survive with so little flesh around their neck long. Yet the head lolled crazily as two glowing eyes stared ahead. A mouth filled with bloody, filthy teeth gaped open as the thing bounded forwards. 


  A Ghoul came racing out of the village, stronger and faster than a zombie. Its eyes glowed blue. 


  One Ghoul. A dead person given unnatural strength. One was a horror for a normal man or woman, let alone a child. Strong, ignorant of pain and danger; it would come at you until it was dead. Far more dangerous than a zombie. 


  It was not alone. Another form came scrabbling over the rooftop. It dodged another arrow, losing its grip on the tiles, slamming to the ground, twisting, getting up. It had broken its hand in the fall, but the bone breaking through rotting skin didn’t even slow it. This Ghoul’s eyes glowed red. They leapt towards the living people, biting, clawing— 


  “Engage!” 


  Ser Dalimont charged and hit the Ghoul in the head with his shield, stunning it, before planting his sword in the chest. Meltain swung his spear up and skewered the second, mid-leap. Lantal saw the others hacking at the pinned undead as it tried to tear its way down the haft of the spear. 


  The Thronebearers cut the undead precisely, running it through the chest, then jerked back as it kept trying to claw up the spear. Afiele’s people hacked at limbs, severed the head. Butcher’s work. Remove the head—remove the limbs and anything that could move. That was their job. 


  Lantal was already shouting, knowing what was coming next. More bounding shapes. The two were just scouts. Now more were coming in a pack. Coordinated. 


  Ghouls first, moving to the left and right of his position as his head swung to track them. 


  “Watch the flanks! Keep the horses from bolting! [Riders]—lure them!” 


  The mounted guards rode at the running Ghouls, some on all fours, baiting the undead towards the fighting line. The well-trained horses galloped back towards the main group, where the Ghouls were hit with arrows, a burning bolt of magic—three went down. 


  The [Knights] ran into them this time, and the snarling undead tore at them—but their claws and teeth didn’t dent the golden armor. Afiele’s people darted between the shouting [Knights] as they battered their opponents back, struck the Ghouls down, and severed their heads. Lantal counted, shakily, as Dalimont stomped on an arm, then stabbed a neck. 


  “Eight—twelve—” 


  So many Ghouls. This was a minor horde on its own! But the real group was yet to come. Lantal stared ahead. Dalimont was panting. He checked himself, then nodded. 


  “No injuries yet. The undead are numerous, but mindless. Well-thought tactics, Lord Afiele.” 


  He had taken down three Ghouls; Lantal had yet to even bloody his blade. The [Lord] said nothing. 


  The Ghouls had tried to flank them. They never did that normally. The most a Ghoul could do was hide and leap at you. They didn’t think strategically. Something was controlling them. 


  “Milord. Twelve Ghouls?” 


  Meltain whispered. Lantal nodded. 


  “I know.” 


  Dalimont’s head swung from one to the other. 


  “Is there significance in the number?” 


  Someone muttered. 


  “Ghouls are rare. There is one for every ten zombies, usually.” 


  Dalimont glanced at the fallen bodies. He shifted. 


  “Then where are…?” 


  The man fell silent. Lantal’s back was prickling. Dalimont sensed it too. Lantal’s teeth ground together. 


  He…felt it. 


  Ahead of him, the dark village moved. It began to walk at them. It seemed as if the houses became shadows which lurched and shambled. Out of every still silhouette, limbs drew forwards. 


  Eyes began to shine. The street moved and now Lantal heard it. Rasping, unsteady footfalls. 


  The remnants of breath, escaping. Bubbling gasps, sound with no real meaning. The click of bone on bone. He smelled rot and blood and…death. 


  The Thronebearers shuddered. 


  “So many—” 


  First dozens, walking from behind houses. Hiding…shambling outwards. Then another dozen, down the main street, from the sides. Dozens more. Dozens more. Until you only saw moving bodies, open mouths. The eyes. Watching you, drawing nearer. 


  Hundreds. A village’s worth of dead. Lantal stared at the moving figures. Zombies. And between them—


  thinner shapes. Glowing heads, burning fire in empty sockets. Yellow bone and teeth, grinning at him. 


  Long-dead bodies worn away until they were only bone. 


  “Skeletons. The [Necromancer] found…a tomb? A graveyard.” 


  He whispered. How had this happened? The long-dead skeletons moved amid the faster zombies. They clicked as they walked, jaws bouncing together. But that was not what drew his eyes. 


  Crypt Lords. Two of them. Huge, hulking monstrosities. First shadows, drawing closer. 


  What was a Crypt Lord? The Thronebearers got to see one at last. They looked like…they were made of people. 


  But they were no longer anything like people. Each one stood at least nine feet tall. They dragged themselves forwards on huge, plodding arms, which could strike like hammers. Pallid flesh—two massive limbs that supported a center body. 


  Two vast, staring eyes over a mouth of huge, jagged teeth that dragged in victims to be torn apart. Each Crypt Lord was different. These? These had little arms on their backs and sides, to grab the unwary. 


  That was not why a Thronebearer retched in his helmet. It was because the Crypt Lords had been…people. Every part of them, from their long arms to their eyes…they were made of people. 


  The Crypt Lords had two vast, multi-compartment eyes like an insect—until you realized they weren’t. 


  The vast eyes were in fact made up of many, smaller, Human eyes. Each one staring at different angles. 


  Their huge arms were made of countless limbs. Long and short, thick with muscle or pale and dainty. 


  Hands twined together. Fingers bent and broken, glued together by magic. 


  Their teeth were shards of bone. They towered above the Humans. Hulking brutes, dragging themselves forwards. Spawned in mass-graves and where death occured in great numbers. Fusions of dead bodies. 


  Undead that thought. 


  He could feel them thinking—Lantal saw the dark intelligence, simple, malevolent, in the undead’s advance. The Crypt Lords sent the zombies and undead forwards in waves, trying to encircle the living while they advanced in the rear. The mindless zombies shambled forwards alongside the skeletons, reaching for him. 


  Adults. Children. Lantal knew their faces. He counted them. He saw a woman he had never known to smile reaching for him, her neck broken. He saw the village’s headman stumbling towards him, arms raised, but both hands snapped, dangling. 


  Afiele’s folk lifted their blades with a terrible dread, closing ranks. This was a horror to them, even in Noelictus. But the Thronebearers? The [Knights] stood still amid the horror. One of them looked at a small, crawling zombie and lowered his blade. 


  “I cannot—” 


  “Archers.” 


  The [Lord] whispered. Afiele’s guards raised their bows. They loosed silently. Dalimont stared at Lantal’s face. The [Lord]’s expression was frozen. 


  “I am going to use a scroll. [Mages]. Take down Ghouls hiding among the undead. Begin a staggered retreat. Dalimont—hold them back.” 


  Afiele’s guard began to move back as the zombies and skeletons increased their pace. Zombies were slow—but they could run with a Crypt Lord’s influence. The first rank moved into a slow jog. The Thronebearers raised their weapons. The first undead closed with them, never speeding up, just reaching and clawing and biting with the same monotonous hatred. The Humans moved far faster. 


  “Hold and retreat!” 


  Ser Dalimont bellowed. He lashed out, knocking a skeleton to pieces. Afiele’s guards held the sides, forcing the undead back. The horses galloped after a [Rider] as the [Archers] ran back, reaching for arrows. 


  Lord Lantal didn’t move. He had withdrawn an artifact from his belt pouch. He had bought this scroll three years ago and not used it since. It was for emergencies. 


  Slowly, the [Lord] unfurled it now. The magical letters, traced by a [Mage], glowed in the dark. He gazed past the undead. At the Crypt Lord. He saw their faces. 


  “Damn you.” 


  Lantal spoke to the Crypt Lord. To the mastermind of this horror, who might not even be here. He had just unleashed the Crypt Lords on the village. Then the [Lord] looked at his people. 


  “I’m sorry. I will lay you to rest. [Fireball].” 


  The scroll glowed. The magical words burst into flame and then vaporized, leaving the scroll blank. A glowing orb of fire wove itself into being from fiery strands. It formed a single, burning sphere and shot forwards at Lantal’s target. 


  The first Crypt Lord saw the [Fireball] coming and tried to lurch sideways. But the spell was too fast. It hit the undead leader in its ‘face’ and detonated. Lantal saw a flash—felt the heat, even from afar, as he shielded his eyes. 


  For a moment, it was bright. Bright, and the houses were thrown into stark relief. They looked almost whole, almost as they had been. Then the fire died, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. A burning radius of heat and force expanded, throwing smaller bodies down. 


  Undead were consumed by the explosion, those on the periphery tossed into the air or lit on fire. The Crypt Lord—swayed. 


  The explosion had torn away part of its body. But the undead refused to die so simply. Its fellow lurched past it. Lantal pointed. 


  “Kill the Crypt Lord! To me!” 


  He ran forwards, ignoring the shouts of his people, the embattled Thronebearers. The horde was thick, but the fireball had opened a path. Before they could close ranks and protect the figure in the center, Lantal charged. His enchanted sword cut through a neck. Lantal whirled, hacking down a skeleton, fighting forwards. 


  “[Cleaving Slash]!” 


  The [Lord] cut almost halfway through a Ghoul with one blow. He fought forwards. Kill the Crypt Lord and the undead would weaken. The one nearly destroyed by the fireball swung at him as he fought forwards, covered by his people. 


  A staring orb of melted eyeballs moved to track him. An open mouth gnashed as the enchanted blade plunged into the dead flesh and bone in its head, again and again. Lantal hacked at the thing. He just had to destroy it. Destroy— 


  “Lantal!” 


  Meltain swung his spear up and stabbed at the second Crypt Lord. It drove its ‘arm’ into his spear and nearly tore the weapon from the man’s grasp. Meltain had to let go or be pulled with it. The Crypt Lord swung at Lantal, with slow but deadly force. 


  He dodged and the undead hit a group of zombies, knocking them off their feet. The [Lord] circled, now fighting the wounded Crypt Lord and the fresh one, hacking at them, darting back. 


  “Lantal, there are too many! Back! Back!” 


  “Thronebearers, hold the line!” 


  Meltain was screaming at Lantal as Afiele’s guard retreated. They had slain a score of the undead already, but more were coming. They had all of Qet’s numbers plus the original horde. Lantal saw Gloomwrens, necks twisted, making their way through the herd. Zombified cows…pigs… 


  “We have to kill that Crypt Lord! It cannot be allowed to live!” 


  The [Lord] howled. He saw a flash of gold. 


  “[Blade of Glory]! We will bring it down. To me, Dame Merene, Ser Iltorst!” 


  Ser Dalimont charged forwards, his blade glowing golden yellow in the darkness. He swung it, and the glowing blade sheared through a skeleton’s head with ease. He and two other [Thronebearers] charged forwards, trusting to their armor to protect them. 


  “The legs! Take it down and then take its head!” 


  Lantal fell back, keeping the undead off the three [Knights]. They went for the healthy Crypt Lord first. 


  One of them—the female [Knight]—shouted. 


  “[Power Strike]!” 


  She brought the maul down, and the impact was like thunder. The Crypt Lord’s leg snapped. It staggered—the second [Knight] lifted a glowing shortsword. 


  “[Flurry Stab]!” 


  His blade lanced out, too fast to see. The Crypt Lord burst into flames from a dozen spots. It tried to recoil, making a fleshy sound as it tried to counter-attack. It was torn in two dozen places, but it had no blood—just a black ooze that seeped out of the wounds. Liquid rot. 


  Dalimont charged the second Crypt Lord. He planted his blade in one eye made up of smaller ones. It tried to strike at him, rotten, putrefied, bloated flesh. He stabbed grimly as the other two [Knights] kept the zombies off him. 


  “Lord Lantal! Lord Lantal! Strong undead coming at you! Retreat! Retreat!” 


  Lord Lantal was hacking apart a feathered shape with a huge beak, pecking, snapping at him. 


  A Gloomwren. He had it on the ground and was stabbing at its thick neck when he heard a scream from the back lines. He turned and saw it. 


  Something…knocked aside the smaller zombies. The skeletons. It stormed forwards, so fast that Lantal first thought it was some massive Ghoul. Then he saw the corded muscle. 


  The man had been Qet’s [Blacksmith]. A giant fellow. Now—he was taller in death. He had been changed by death magic. He—opened his jaws inhumanly wide, dislocating it. One arm like a trunk swung up. Lantal leapt back, and the blow hit the ground. 


  The [Lord] felt the impact. Meltain backed up. His face was white. One of the [Knights] saw. 


  “Behind!” 


  Dalimont cursed as he pulled away from the Crypt Lord that kept moving despite his attempts to finish it off. The three [Knights] moved away from the two Crypt Lords, hacking through the zombies. 


  “Leave it to us!” 


  Lantal backed up and something struck him in the back. A skeleton, waving a blade. His old enchanted leather armor blocked the blow, but it still sent him forwards. The [Lord] spun, cut the skeleton down—


  then saw the three [Knights] charging the figure. 


  “No! Fall back! That’s not a Ghoul! It’s—” 


  His fears were confirmed as the former [Smith] spun with unnatural speed and grace for an undead. It raised a fist, and Ser Dalimont raised his shield. The undead giant brought his fist down and smashed Dalimont into the earth. 


  “Dalimont!” 


  Shocked, the two [Knights] stared at Dalimont. The [Knight]’s arm was broken. He lay there, eyes wide, making a faint, wheezing, coughing sound in his chest as Dame Merene hauled him up. Lantal and Meltain fought forwards, shouting for help. The other guards fought forwards and arrows hit the giant undead. But it didn’t even slow. 


  Ser Iltorst bellowed as he struck at it, igniting its dead flesh with his shortsword. He raised his shield and a punch threw him off his feet. The giant stomped over to him. Ser Illtorst looked up— 


  And a foot crushed his helmet and head. The Thronebearer’s armor deformed as the giant undead hammered its foot down several more times. Lantal saw the man’s body twitch with every stomp. 


  Iltorst did not rise. There wasn’t enough of him to rise. 


  “Draug.” 


  Lantal whispered. Draug, the inhumanly strong giants. That wasn’t the kind of undead that just spawned. Only time and a powerful body made that over years. 


  Or—a [Necromancer]. Lantal pointed. 


  “Retreat! Retreat!” 


  The Draug spun. It moved through the slower undead with the Crypt Lord, knocking them aside with huge sweeps of its hands. Faster—this was no shambling monster. It ran. It was coming for the two 


  [Knights], Dame Merene trying to pull Ser Dalimont to safety. 


  “Meltain, help her! Slow that Draug!” 


  Lord Lantal produced a second item. A bag marked with a symbol of green vines. He pulled the string, loosening it, and hurled it forwards. 


  The Tripvine Bag exploded. Huge, magical vines wrapped around the Draug, the other undead, ensnaring them for a second. But the giant undead began tearing through the vines in moments, snapping the vines as strong as rope. 


  “Retreat! Fall back! To the horses!” 


  The household guard and Thronebearers fell back. They could fight the zombies, skeletons, even Ghouls and Crypt Lords. But a Draug? What if there were another? 


  Lantal grabbed Dalimont, hauled him across the saddle with help. He rode from Qet, looking back as the horde tried to pursue them. The [Archers] took down the fastest undead. But the rest—came onwards. 


  Then stopped. 


  The swaying undead halted in their pursuit. They seemed to stare at the riders, realize they would never catch them—then, as one, they turned and walked away. 


  The Crypt Lords. Lantal shuddered. He looked around for the deadliest target, but— 


  The Draug was gone. That huge shape had just…vanished. It was somewhere in the darkness. 


  The rest weren’t following as far as he could see. But he didn’t believe for a second they were staying put. Lantal turned back to the others. He slowly began to count, and then stopped. 


  Three of Afiele’s guard were missing. One of the Thronebearers. It would have been a disaster if they’d won. Four horses were wide-eyed, following the others, without riders in their saddles and close to frothing at the mouth with terror. Lantal stared at the empty saddles until someone spoke. 


  “Lord? What do we do?” 


  One of his guards looked at him. Lantal stared ahead. Towards home. Then over his shoulder. The horde wasn’t following. And he knew why. 


  “Take the wounded to the keep. Everyone else—we ride. To the nearest villages. Meltain, you take half the force. We have to evacuate everyone.” 


  “Empty the villages?” 


  The others looked at him. Meltain saw Lord Lantal nod slowly. His face was white. His hands clenched the reins, covered with gore. 


  “Yes. The horde will sack every village. We have to. And then—send for help.” 


  He looked around. 


  “The [Necromancer] has found a grave. In Qet, he found an army. The undead number in the hundreds for now. If he takes another village—it will be double that. If he can, he will devour Afiele and every land until an army of hundreds of thousands marches on the capital. Evacuate the villages. He cannot have a single life more.” 


  In silence, Afiele’s guard and the Thronebearers rode. Trying to beat the undead. Trying to bring the others to safety. 


  Before it was too late. 


  


  —— 


  


  He was sick again. Feren…was sick. 


  Not from an infected cut this time. Just purely, physically ill. He kept vomiting. He saw red near the end, in the spewage, though no food came up. His throat was raw. 


  A village was dead. Multiple villages were…dead. They walked upon Afiele. 


  Just like the rest. But that had been easy. 


  He had been young again. Laughing, after he bested that damned ghost. Exuberant. 


  Almost happy. He felt as though he’d defeated the same kind of fool that had once slain his friends. A fool, unchanged, even in death. 


  So much death magic. It had filled the tomb, allowed him to call on the undead that he had never dreamed of being able to animate. 


  Draugr. Even…soon…a greater force still. He just needed time. The horde filled his consciousness, an army capable of wiping out Afiele. 


  The village was…hard. Hard. He hadn’t watched. He had just directed the dead there. It was seeing it afterwards, as they shambled and walked out of their homes. Feren walked among them. Looking at faces. Adults. Young. 


  His hand was shaking. The [Necromancer] brushed at his hair and jerked his hand away. He saw white on his fingers. 


  Dye. It must be fading a bit. He stumbled around, like a drunk. Then looked into a mirror. 


  A man stared back at him. Hair losing the white dye, the black eyes with white pupils losing their illusion spell, so his eyes kept reverting to their original color. 


  “He burned cities and villages. Hundreds. Az’kerash. Az’kerash of Silvaria. The living have committed great sins. Damn these nations! Damn these kings and queens!” 


  Feren shouted at the man. He looked around. 


  “For vengeance. For her, for the Necromancer of Terandria.” 


  He stopped as a boy walked past him. The [Necromancer] flinched. He stared blankly ahead. Passed a hand over his face. 


  “For…” 


  His voice quavered. Feren tried to say it again and gagged. He stood, and half-ran, half-tripped away from the village. 


  Could he do it? He thought of the [Lord], and his nerve firmed. He thought of…that damned [Princess], sneering at him. Those [Knights]. Oh, yes. 


  If it were only them? It would be so easy. But… 


  Even monsters had children. Feren looked around. He saw faces staring at him. The [Necromancer] 


  backed away. He ran, ahead of the slow undead. He—wasn’t sure—he had to. He was too far to turn back now. This was the chance of a lifetime. Feren had found the bounty that not even Az’kerash had, a wild stroke of fortune. 


  He should have been laughing. But the man scrubbed at his hair, washing it of dye at a well. Feren stood there, damp, emptying a bucket of water over his head. He looked back and blanched. 


  …He needed another drink. 


  


  —— 


  


  In a single night, everything had changed. Cara barely remembered her success, the moment of triumph she and Violetta had felt. 


  She was feverish, sick, her head splitting until they gave her a mana potion. Apparently—she had exhausted herself, casting the spell. The fact that she’d even managed to use it for two songs was impressive in itself. 


  She even leveled as she lay, slipping in and out of consciousness while she recovered. She heard the voice, amid the cries of alarm, fear. Violetta and Idelt’s voices were there. So was Lady Risel’s, Duchess Grishen’s, Sasi’s, Culin’s, and Lord Lantal’s. And Princess Seraphel. 


  [Singer Level 14!] 


  [Skill – Song of Rejuvenation obtained!] 


  Three times. She leveled three times performing for a [Princess]. 


  No one cared. Cara woke to voices. Someone had sat her up so she wouldn’t choke on her nosebleed. 


  “Menorome is sending an army at fastest speed. The Twins of Ovela are pulling back a proper force.” 


  “And they’re still not able to arrive for two days? What has father been doing?” 


  Seraphel. She was shouting at her handmaidens. 


  “I—I—I think the Twins of Ovela were meant to prepare the escort, Princess Seraphel. The Earl is your betrothed.” 


  “He was. That boy claimed he was ‘too busy’ with the Ailendamus threat and dallied. Well, his sister controls half of Ovela’s armies. Inopportune. If he had been here—no use counting skulls. How many villages have been evacuated? They must take shelter in the town; no village can withstand both Draug and Crypt Lord.” 


  The old [Duchess]’ grim voice. And a younger one—Risel? Cara struggled to rise. 


  “We have half evacuated. Come morning—we’ll have the rest.” 


  Cara tried to get up. She fell down. The voices merged, became a single continuous conversation of asking about villages—separated again. 


  She was lying in bed. Someone had applied a cold compress to her head. 


  “I have my retainers. The Thronebearers plus Afiele’s guard and militia from each village means we have an army as large as Qet’s population. There may be as many as three hundred zombies left, plus however many skeletons and at least two Crypt Lords and a damned Draug.” 


  “I can’t believe it. How did the [Necromancer] animate so many dead? Where did he find the bodies?” 


  Risel and Grishen were speaking together. The Duchess tsked. 


  “Perhaps an old graveyard no one remembers. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. If he can animate Draug—he was more of a threat than you knew. That means he’s at least Level 30. But Draug die like the rest. I’ve killed at least twenty in my lifetime. They can be brought down with arrows and magic.” 


  “But if the [Necromancer] attacks…” 


  “Hah. The walls might be only ten feet, but that’s enough for undead. Even a Draug can’t punch through our walls. We could hold off an army of two thousand, Risel. You just see to the stores. Make sure we ration for all but the warriors, mind. Ovela’s marching fast, but we should be ready to wait for a week at the most, and feed more.” 


  Grishen’s voice was soothing. Risel sounded worried. 


  “We—we have the first harvests, but a lot is in the villages. We’re going to lose so much—” 


  “Worry about that later. You are the [Lady] of Afiele, Risel. Focus. Look at Lantal. There’s a proper [Lord]. 


  Even that [Princess] is pulling her weight.” 


  Cara stirred as the voices disappeared. She tried to rise…and something sucked her down. 


  


  —— 


  


  When next she woke, it was day. The keep was full. The town was filled with people from every village, and people were fortifying the walls, building palisades. The last stragglers were coming in. 


  She’d missed all of it. Cara staggered upright to find Violetta helping pass out food. 


  “Cara! Thank goodness! We thought you’d pass out!” 


  “I—what happened?” 


  “Mana exhaustion. You used that spell too much, Miss Cara.” 


  The young woman turned and saw Lady Risel. The [Lady] saw Cara’s blank look and explained. 


  “[Mages] and other magic-users fall sick if they use too much mana. For a beginner, that spell took too much. You did wonderfully, though. Thank you.” 


  “Oh. No problem.” 


  Cara felt like that was just a dream. And today’s terrible reality—she wished it were a dream. 


  “Are we under siege or something?” 


  “Not—exactly.” 


  Violetta looked anxiously at Lady Risel. The [Lady] was already moving off to check on the others. The banquet hall had been turning into a feeding area for…everyone. Wounded [Knights] were eating with 


  [Farmers]. Children were sitting around, many crying. But the atmosphere was tense. Silence, even amid all the sounds. 


  “An undead horde…destroyed Qet.” 


  The [Cellist]’s hands shook as she offered Cara a bowl of porridge. Cara took it and lost her appetite instantly. 


  “Did anyone survive?” 


  “No. There—there were Crypt Lords. And Draug—” 


  Violetta’s voice was too loud. A girl began crying. Cara didn’t know what those undead were. But Noelictus’ folk did. They stared in silent horror at each other. 


  “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. The keep could hold off an army and the town has walls. The villages just have to be evacuated and then the capital will send an army. And the Twins! And the Hunter’s Guild is already sending four [Undead Hunters] with their escorts.” 


  That sounded…good. But Cara was uneasy. 


  “How did that happen? Do those undead just—pop up?” 


  “We don’t know. Everyone thinks the [Necromancer] found some sort of graveyard.” 


  Cara had been trying to eat porridge. Now she stopped again. 


  “Graveyard?” 


  “It’s the only thing that makes sense. That’s the only way so many powerful undead could appear.” 


  Violetta looked at Cara. The [Singer]’s stomach twisted into a knot. 


  “Oh no.” 


  “What? It’s fine—Cara, Lady Risel says that even an army of two thousand couldn’t—” 


  Cara stood up. 


  “No, no. I need to—I need to tell someone. I know what he found. It’s—the tomb.” 


  The [Cellist] looked at Cara with confusion. Incomprehension. Then—mounting dread. 


  “What tomb? Cara? Cara? What tomb?” 


  


  —— 


  


  “The Tomb of Afiele. The sacred place of our dead for millennia. In it rest…tens of thousands. Perhaps hundreds. Powerful bodies. That’s what he found.” 


  Lord Lantal stood there and stared down at the map. It was of Afiele, and old. A map only he was allowed to possess. Even then—it had no marker for the Tomb of Afiele. Only the Lord of Afiele knew where it was. To keep it hidden, to keep it safe. 


  But it was open. Cara, the strange foreigner, stood in front of him. Her face was pale. Her story…unbelievable. 


  She had spared him most of the details. But the ghost? Her accidentally arriving in the tomb and somehow breaking out? He wouldn’t have believed it if he didn’t see it with his own eyes. 


  But he believed her after he had heard her describing the grassy knoll, the location, right next to Idelt and Violetta’s village. He believed Cara. 


  And now, Lantal of Afiele knew how many the [Necromancer] had. Enough to bury Afiele in bodies. He had found the source of Afiele’s bountiful fields. The source of their magic. 


  An army of the undead. 


  “We have to evacuate Afiele. If we can—we need to head north. Grishen—your lands are at risk too. We might need to travel all the way to Ovela. Menorome needs to send Noelictus’ entire army.” 


  “You must be joking. Evacuate Afiele? It can’t be done.” 


  The old [Duchess] shook her head. She stared at Cara, and then at the map. Lantal rounded on her. 


  “What else can we do? That is the Tomb of Afiele. Can you imagine what a [Necromancer] could do? 


  With that many bodies and that much death magic?” 


  “I don’t need to imagine it. He brought two Crypt Lords and a Draug to life. I say—you’re not thinking clearly.” 


  “I’m not? Grishen, you know what can occur!” 


  “I do. But if we run, he will just overtake us. You think we can move an entire province’s worth of people to my lands or Ovela? The undead don’t rest. They’ll catch us, even if we had wagons for every person. 


  Which we do not.” 


  Grishen regarded Cara. Then Seraphel, Ser Dalimont, his arm in a sling, and Lady Risel. All of them focused on the [Duchess]. 


  “What do we do?” 


  “We hold this ground.” 


  The [Duchess] said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Everyone stared at her. Grishen tsked. 


  “You idiots. Think! The [Necromancer] is one man. And he is not Az’kerash, who brought down a kingdom and waged war for a century. This idiot found the Tomb of Afiele, free of safeguards because some idiot girl broke them—” 


  She glared at Cara. The young woman flinched. 


  “I didn’t know. I was trapped inside—” 


  “Hah. I don’t know how that would be possible. No one can teleport in or out. An [Archmage] sealed that tomb, back when that meant something. It shouldn’t have been possible to break it.” 


  “From the outside.” 


  Princess Seraphel looked curiously at Cara. Grishen hesitated, and then gave a grudging nod. 


  “There’s not time to ask why. But suffice it to say that Az’kerash would have been able to raise every corpse in that tomb and bring an army the likes of which Terandria has never seen if he had access to it. 


  What did this worthless fool do? He animated some skeletons, ghouls, and two Crypt Lords and a Draug. 


  That’s all. Az’kerash? He could have summoned a Bone Giant in half an hour. Believe me, I lived through the days when he terrorized Terandria.” 


  Lantal saw what Grishen was saying. But he couldn’t help but feel the fear any child of Noelictus felt at the word [Necromancer]. Az’kerash was a children’s story. He was dead—he had died on Izril in the Second Antinium War. But… 


  “What if he brings more Draug? Or more Crypt Lords? A dozen?” 


  “Let him. We have better odds holding the walls here. I say we dig down, fortify. We can hold off the undead even if he brings a hundred Draug. We have enough people to cover every inch of wall. He can’t animate enough undead to overwhelm us until help arrives. Dead gods, Lantal, straighten up! Liscor held off the Necromancer for ages and they’re damned Drakes!” 


  She snapped at the [Lord], and he straightened, ashamed. He had been overwhelmed by the threat. 


  Now—he felt clearer. 


  “That’s right. The Twins will arrive as fast as they can with a proper army. So will Menorome. They might need time to punch through the undead, but we can hold them off.” 


  “Exactly. Now—what to do with her?” 


  Grishen nodded authoritatively. She scowled at Cara. The [Singer] felt every eye turn to her. Slowly, Cara spoke. 


  “Listen. I don’t know Noelictus. I had no idea how I got into the tomb. I didn’t know. I would have told someone. I should have told someone—but I didn’t know.” 


  “You just wandered into a tomb. And you met a ghost—who didn’t try to kill you?” 


  Grishen’s voice oozed skepticism. Seraphel looked around. 


  “I don’t understand that. I always thought ghosts were like all undead. Hostile. Was this one different or am I wrong?” 


  Risel hesitated. 


  “They’re rare. They used to exist; legends tell of them like any undead. Unlike wraiths, ghosts are just…spirits of the dead. I have never met anyone, even a Hunter of Noelictus, who claims to have met one in the modern era. Perhaps an old veteran, but no one I have spoken to personally. They could be friendly, I suppose. But they’re not supposed to form in Afiele’s Tomb. Any more than other undead, like this…Bone Giant made of mice bones?” 


  Lantal nodded. 


  “Afiele’s Tomb is meant to never be haunted by undead. I cannot believe…but perhaps it all fits together. Miss Cara.” 


  She looked at him, uneasily. So did the others. Lantal breathed in and out. 


  “I—cannot pretend you have done us any service. But I believe you when you say you aren’t lying.” 


  “No need to believe. We tested her with truth spells. Somehow she’s telling the truth. Or twisting it.” 


  Grishen glowered. She tapped the pendant that had a jewel embedded in it that glowed black at a lie, white with truth. It had been white the entire time. Lantal nodded. 


  “Yes. I believe you, Miss Cara. You endangered us. But you could not have broken those seals alone. I think—the ghost who aided you, who forgot his purpose was none other than the Tombwarden of Afiele.” 


  “Ser Dalius?” 


  Cara looked at Lantal. The [Lord] bowed his head. He saw Seraphel and Dalimont exchanging a confused glance. 


  “Yes.” 


  “Excuse me, what is the Tombwarden of Afiele, Lord Lantal?” 


  The [Lord] answered slowly. 


  “Legends and custom of Afiele say that in the past…Noelictus used the dead for more than just our fields. The tombs were both resource and defense. I am Lord of Afiele. By custom, I have two classes. 


  [Lord of the Fields] and [Deathkeeper]. These days it means just protecting my people. But in the past—


  it was said that when the ruler of the land called, the dead would rise in his defense.” 


  “The undead?” 


  Seraphel was horrified. Even Lady Risel was surprised. She had never heard this tale. Lantal shook his head. 


  “No. And yes. The Tombwarden was the guardian of the crypts. The counterpart to the living. He would keep the crypt. I suppose he was a ghost. And when need came, he would fight for Afiele. That—must have been Ser Dalius.” 


  “But he thought the Tombwarden was gone.” 


  Cara argued. Dalius had been certain of that. Lantal shook his head tiredly. 


  “Perhaps he forgot. Miss Cara, the last time the tombs were open was four thousand years ago. Your 


  [Knight] friend—he thought it had only been three hundred years?” 


  “Yes. He…he was desperate. He said he’d never seen any ghosts.” 


  “Then he forgot. The legend has it that a [Lord] may call for aid and break the seal. But it seems that the only product of that is this.” 


  Lantal felt sick. He stood straighter. 


  “Grishen. You’re right. We have to fortify the keep. Princess Seraphel—any aid Calanfer can send would be appreciated.” 


  “My father is far away. But I am sure he will do what he can. And we will stand here, with Afiele.” 


  Dalimont opened his mouth to protest. Seraphel looked at him. 


  “With Afiele, Dalimont. I very much doubt we would survive an exodus if we tried to flee and ran into the undead, anyways.” 


  The Thronebearer closed his mouth and bowed. Cara looked around. 


  “What about me?” 


  “By rights, we should put you to death.” 


  Grishen reached for her mace’s handle. She relented at Risel’s horrified look. 


  “Oh, very well. Do with you? If it was an ‘accident,’ we’ll sort you out later. Just get out of our sight and don’t try to run. We don’t need any more bodies besieging us.” 


  She dismissed Cara with a wave. The [Singer] found herself exiled from the room. She stood there, helpless, as the nobility conferred. 


  Afiele was full to the brim with its people, but the harvest had enough food for at least a week or two if stretched. The walls were short…but people were digging outside the walls to form a moat. They were creating palisades, arming themselves. Getting ready for a siege. Cara didn’t know what to do. 


  Violetta avoided her like the plague. Idelt as well. Word had spread after Cara had demanded to be taken to Lord Lantal. And frankly, there was too much to do. 


  Word kept coming in. The Hunter’s Guild was sending its standing forces. Menorome had two forces on the march and was moving their entire army towards Afiele. The Twins of Ovela had abandoned their fighting and were marching on Afiele. 


  Too late. The undead arrived by midday. 


  


  —— 


  


  The first thing Cara saw was a line of bodies from the hill the keep stood on. She had been trying to get Sasi and Culin to talk to her. They had run from her as if she were a monster. Now—she heard the panicked horn calls, saw the [Riders] racing towards the gates. Outside, people abandoned the digging, fled inside. 


  The undead marched from the direction of Violetta’s village. First a line of them, appearing out of the trees, marching over hills. Hundreds. 


  Then thousands. Cara saw huge, lumbering shapes among them. Crypt Lords. Faster Ghouls. Skeletons. 


  Draug. 


  But as Duchess Grishen had said—few of them. Only a dozen Draug. And there were less than three thousand undead. Cara nearly breathed a sigh of relief at that. 


  Until the horns blew again. And the second army marched from the north. From Qet’s direction. And a third…fourth… 


  They surrounded Afiele’s town and keep. So many undead. Just…walking at the town. Climbing into the moat, trying to form towers of bodies to climb over the walls. Zombies by the hundreds and thousands. 


  Skeletons, waving weapons. 


  Ghouls, leaping—but the living had the walls. They could knock the undead back with spears, drop stones, burning oil on them. Blast them apart with spells in the case of the three [Mages]. The undead just milled about, stupid, while the Draug and Crypt Lords held back. 


  Three people died the first day when a Ghoul group got a foothold on one part of the walls. The people of Afiele slew hundreds of zombies and skeletons. The terror faded and people felt hopeful. Cara hauled linen, learned to wash the old-fashioned way, one among many. And ostracized at that. 


  Help was coming. The next day, after a night of the same, the people of Afiele woke up and heard that the promised help from Ovela had arrived. The Earl of Ovela had led a small army against the undead. 


  And retreated. The Tomb of Afiele had more undead than anyone knew. By the end of the second day an army of six thousand milled about Afiele’s walls. Three times that number were holding the road north against reinforcements. The next day—their numbers had swelled again. 


  The siege had begun. 


  


  —— 


  


  He remembered smiling. 


  “Feremont. Feren.” 


  The man looked up from reading a spellbook. He raised his brows idly. 


  “Yes?” 


  “What are you doing, sitting there? Pisces is teaching us dances from court. Esche’s even trying to make one of the skeletons copy them!” 


  The man decided to lower one brow, but kept the other expressively raised. 


  “A dancing skeleton. Why?” 


  Someone was speaking to him. It was a woman he knew very well. She had styled her hair so it had white on the fringes. She didn’t approve of the trend of white hair that Feren liked, but she did borrow his dye. She was laughing, trying to tug him up, but he was obstinately sitting. 


  “Doesn’t it sound like a wonderful idea? Esche’s got no talent. But I thought—a dancing skeleton? Why not an undead that only dances? I’m working on a new face. I will teach it to dance—nothing else. No biting, no fighting. Doesn’t it sound amazing?” 


  Feren pretended to be reluctant. He glanced up. 


  “I would much rather you help create that Fencing Ghoul we’re trying to make.” 


  “I don’t feel like murdering people, Feren.” 


  “Purely self-defense. Why does Pisces know courtly dances?” 


  “He watches the other nobles. He’s a handsome young man—” 


  “And I’m not?” 


  Gewilena laughed. She took Feren’s hand. 


  “You’re older. Don’t be angry. He can still go home.” 


  “He’s not one of us. Not yet.” 


  “Then let him never be. But come dance. Or did Az’kerash never dance? Did he never smile? You don’t have to be him in every way.” 


  Feren sighed, or again, pretended to. He followed her more quickly. 


  “Az’kerash danced. I have it on good authority. I practice [Flash Step] every day, and he was a master. 


  Don’t you see me teaching Pisces? Now he thinks he’ll teach me footwork?” 


  “Well, isn’t he teaching you fencing?” 


  Feren huffed, muttering, and she laughed. He followed her towards the barn. Inside, he would watch the others stumble around, maybe step out to practice, then offer her a dance. It was a flawless plan. 


  Instead, that day, he watched her burn. 


  There was no trial. No imprisonment. 


  [Necromancer]. 


  Feren remembered waking up in the forest by their burning farmstead, bodies lying around him. He dragged himself up and ran past the carnage, thinking he was dreaming, having a nightmare…too late. 


  He saw it all happen from the top of a hill. He only found Gewilena later. 


  The [Necromancer] looked up, kneeling in the grass. He stared at the distant town and the keep. 


  “I had no power that day. I have no power today, to change the past. I will never have that magic, if I search a thousand years. If it were possible—he would have changed his dark fate. We all would.” 


  He looked around. The dead stood silent. Feren was bleeding. He was slightly drunk. 


  But she was right. 


  “The power to change what truly matters. What did they do to you? This continent is so weary. So old. 


  Nothing ever changes.” 


  Feren stared at his hands, wearily. 


  “Then let it end. Pisces, my friend. You…” 


  He bit back old curses. Old hatred. 


  It was not his fault. He had lit no torch. Feren shook his head. 


  “If we meet again, we will avenge her. Some day, if we both live. But in another land. At another time. 


  Do not come to Terandria. For…” 


  He raised his arm and began the ritual. The dead marched against the living, just as they had done once before. For vengeance and hatred. 


  Don’t come back to Terandria. For there will be nothing left when I am done. Feren smiled as he laid down the last thing he called his humanity. A dead man with no heart. The undead made for fitting company. 




  1.13 P 


  The dead smelled of foul rot and plague. On the third day—that was what drove Cara to madness. The smell. 


  She stood on the hill of Afiele’s keep, just past the open double doors. They were reinforced to withstand an attack and could be closed—but there was no need for that yet. The undead surrounding the town had yet to claim the walls. 


  But they would. Just looking down, Cara could see it. Every section of wall was filled with Humans. Men and women, armed and forcing back the undead mob trying to climb on top of each other to gain a foothold. 


  It was absurdly easy to deal with most of them. Few of the skeletons or zombies were armed; skeletons could use bows or other weapons, but they hadn’t been equipped with them. And from a height you could spear a zombie and knock it down. 


  But ten zombies, all climbing at the same time? A hundred? 


  Thousands? It wasn’t the difficulty of repelling so many undead for a single battle. The town literally had people to spare in manning the walls. Wounded were instantly moved back and treated with magical healing potions which could cure anything up to a broken bone. Torn flesh, a gaping stomach cut? 


  Healed in a moment. 


  Yet the dead never stopped. If you killed a hundred, there were a hundred more waiting to climb up. 


  They never stopped coming. Day and night—three days had worn the stamina of everyone down. 


  Afiele’s people were brave and courageous. Cara had seen people—Idelt, armed with his hammer and a small shield, Rethis, the [Hunter], even Violetta—take their turns on the walls. They had fought nonstop for ten hours, knocking the undead down. But they could not do it forever. 


  The dead could. That was the point. And with each living soul that fell—another undead rose. Cara stared down at the milling bodies by the gates. Draug smashed at the reinforced gates that had been blockaded from the inside. They retreated as the defenders shot arrows at them, dropped rocks onto their heads. They’d be back later. 


  Three days. Three days since the siege had begun and help was nowhere in sight. The undead army besieging Afiele was one of several. The other groups were moving north, not under direct control. The relief coming from Menorome and Ovela was stalled evacuating every settlement ahead of the other hordes and battling them. 


  And to make matters worse—apparently the neighboring nation of Ailendamus had launched an attack against Ovela. Politics aside, it meant no help was coming immediately. Cara had heard the daily, sometimes hourly, speeches Princess Seraphel or Lady Risel or Lantal or Grishen would give to anyone awake. 


  The narrative had changed from help coming ‘tomorrow’ to ‘next week’. What was amazing to Cara was that they had lived through the first day. There were so many undead bodies. 


  Yet the people of Afiele fought. With spears, some of them makeshift by attaching a kitchen knife to a pole, or with swords, farming tools, shovels—they held back the undead. [Farmers] fought beside the Thronebearers of Calanfer and the [Warriors]. 


  They were leveling up. Becoming stronger, gaining classes. It was surreal to Cara. She had not been part of the fighting, incidentally. 


  They hadn’t wanted her. She was not trusted. Cara didn’t blame them for that. Everyone knew it was her fault now. Violetta and Idelt avoided her, just like everyone else. 


  So she watched. Cara inhaled and the fresh air she caught from a passing breeze was tainted by that rotting odor again. She gagged. 


  For the first time, the traveller from another world wished she were dreaming. That she was back at home, hoping to land the audition. Figuring out rent. Being angry at—smaller things. 


  The injustice of the world, yes. Unfairness, yes. Cruel people doing terrible things because they could. 


  That was one kind of evil. Cara had possessed many things to be rightly angry about. The changing climate, corruption, crime, murder, wars… 


  But this was—different. This was pure. Cara gazed down and saw something universal. The myriad glowing eyes of the dead, their rotting faces, promised only one truth for the world. 


  Death. 


  The undead made little sound as they tried to take the walls. They did not taunt the defenders, or cry out in pain as arrows struck them. 


  Rethis, the [Hunter] of Violetta’s village, was one of the [Archers] loosing arrows again and again into the horde. Aiming for the largest undead, the deadly Draug or the Crypt Lords. The ones that made Cara shudder. They—were made up of body parts. Countless eyeballs, squished together in oversized, bloated, lumbering bodies. Hands and arms joined together to form their limbs. 


  Legs—large and small. Cara looked down at a small zombie. A blank face among all the others. There was no distinction there. The undead killed everyone. 


  The horror of it made her want to puke, or just run and hide. But there was nowhere to run. 


  A horn call. Desperate, loud. Cara jerked. Her eyes found a place on the wall where a Ghoul, feral, snarling, had climbed up. It lashed about, driving the exhausted defenders back. The other undead took the opportunity to climb. The horn blew again as that section fell back, in danger of being overrun. 


  The safety of the entire wall teetered on the brink. It just took one spot and the dead would flow over the wall. One spot and— 


  A man leapt up the stairs. He swung his longsword in a two-handed arc and brought it across the Ghoul’s neck. Cara saw a head fly. She heard a cheer. 


  Lord Lantal visibly panted for a second before he and his small bodyguard picked up the Ghoul’s body and hurled it down over the wall, knocking the other climbing undead down. Cara heard more cheering as people shouted the [Lord]’s name. 


  Lord Lantal Afiele. She stared at him from afar. Cara had not known him before the siege. But she thought she knew him now, and her conclusion when all was said and done was this: He was a good man. He had listened to her confession and not done any of the things Cara might have done in his place. Lantal could have—should have—imprisoned her. Executed her for allowing this to happen. For all the deaths Cara had brought about, however accidentally. But he hadn’t. 


  “A better person than me, at least.” 


  Cara felt her shoulders aching, as if her sins were actual weights. She was tired. It felt like she’d done almost everything wrong. It would have been better if she had never left that tomb. If she had never met Dalius—he would still be there. The tomb would have been sealed. 


  She wished she had never come to this world. Cara was no champion. She looked at the undead and couldn’t imagine herself fighting one. She was just…an actress. A young woman who’d never so much as butchered a rabbit. She couldn’t fight monsters. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara didn’t watch long. She had seen the same mesmerizing battle for three days straight. It was a waste of time to spend watching when she could help. 


  Even if you didn’t fight, there were things she could do. Ironically, her status as pariah meant that no one had press ganged Cara into working any of the jobs. So she looked to help where she could. 


  A woman was hauling a basket filled with wet linen up from the kitchens of the keep. Freshly laundered; washed with a bit of soap in a cauldron by the fire while food was being cooked for the warriors on rotation. Everyone else was on half-rations. Cara saw her struggling up the stairs, panting. 


  “Here. Let me.” 


  The woman recognized Cara of course, but after a second, she seemed to conclude there was no danger in it. Silently, the woman handed her the wet basket. 


  “Put them in her Ladyship’s quarters and bring the basket back.” 


  The young woman nodded. Cara struggled under the weight, but she lifted the basket onto a shoulder and carried it up the stairs. 


  The inner walls of the keep had a number of laundry-lines set up. Even from the balcony of Lantal and Risel’s private rooms. They’d strung rope up everywhere there was space; it was one of those things you’d never imagine needing. But bandages needed to be cleaned and washed. Healing potions were being rationed. And clean clothing was also important, for morale and preventing disease, especially with fighting rotting corpses. 


  “Excuse me, I have laundry that needs drying.” 


  Cara knocked on the door to Lantal’s quarters. She heard a muffled voice. 


  “Come in.” 


  The young woman opened the door. For a moment her view was blocked by the basket. Lady Risel was checking on something. 


  “Very carefully, Sasi. A quarter in each bottle. Then stopper it up, put it here. Thank you for bringing the laundry. Please hang it—oh.” 


  She and Sasi were working at a table, measuring glowing liquid into empty glass bottles. Healing potions. 


  Sasi stared at Cara in shock as the [Singer] put down the basket; then she slowly slid off her chair and hid behind her mother. 


  “Oh. I’m sorry. I’ll just—” 


  Cara fumbled with the basket. She nearly spilled it as she carried it past Risel, who regarded her gravely, and Sasi, who looked at Cara with fresh hatred. She nearly ran into the third occupant of the room, who was putting the quarter-bottles into a small crate to be carried to the walls. 


  Princess Seraphel. The [Singer] stared at the [Princess], doing such a mundane task. Seraphel’s brows rose. 


  “Miss Cara.” 


  “Oh.” 


  “Mother. Why is she doing the laundry?” 


  Sasi stared at Cara’s back with suspicion. Risel gathered her daughter up. 


  “Miss Cara is helping out, Sasi, just like you and Princess Seraphel.” 


  “But she was the one who—” 


  “Enough. Your father has made it clear it was an accident. Help me fill the bottles.” 


  Silently, Sasi moved back to the table. She kept glaring at Cara. For her part, the [Actress] just hauled the heavy basket across the room towards the balcony. 


  The door was closed, probably since the air stank. Cara fumbled with the latch, cursing silently. 


  Someone rose and opened it for her. 


  “Here.” 


  “Thank you—” 


  Cara looked at Seraphel. Again, the two regarded each other. Seraphel was only a bit older than Cara. 


  Twenty eight? Twenty nine? Surely before her thirties. 


  “Thanks.” 


  The young woman awkwardly carried the basket out towards the line strung up there. She took the fresh laundry in; she’d have to reattach the line once she’d pinned all the wet cloth to dry. It took Cara a moment to realize that Seraphel had followed her onto the balcony and closed the door. 


  “Can I help you?” 


  Cara looked up. Seraphel regarded her. The [Princess] was wearing her tiara and a dress untouched by dirt. She didn’t fit the scene, any more than Cara did. 


  “I have no wish to disturb your work, Miss O’Sullivan. But if you would care to converse while about your business…I would be grateful.” 


  The young Irish woman frowned. That wasn’t an order. She hesitated. The crown and Seraphel annoyed her still. She jerked her head as she pinned a mostly-clean strip of linen to the length of rope. 


  “If you have time to talk, I could use a hand.” 


  For response, Princess Seraphel picked up a towel, found another spot on the line, and attached it. Cara blinked. Seraphel raised her eyebrows at Cara in a pointed way. 


  “You don’t seem to think much of me, Miss Cara. I may not be a [Washer], [Maid], or so on, but I can do something as simple as hanging up linen. Although I admit someone has to show me how.” 


  Awkwardly, Cara avoided Seraphel’s gaze. She kept working as she spoke. 


  “Sorry. It’s just that I’m not used to royalty doing anything so—mundane.” 


  “Like putting healing potions in crates? Someone has to do it and since I have very few useful Skills to the situation, I might as well.” 


  Cara dropped a bandage over the balcony and cursed. That had been her thought. She studied Seraphel out of the corner of her eye and realized the [Princess] was giving her the same look. Cara hesitated. 


  “Healing potions. Funny. I thought there weren’t many of them. Dalius told me that.” 


  “Your ghost friend?” 


  Seraphel’s voice made Cara realize how stupid that sounded. The [Singer] hesitated. 


  “He was real. I don’t know about this Gravewarden thing, but—” 


  “I believe you. Ghosts do exist. The Thronebearers of Calanfer used to be experts at hunting them. 


  They’re rarer than they were, but one haunting a tomb makes sense. Him not knowing about potions is equally logical; it wasn’t until Sage’s Grass became widely cultivated that healing potions became so cheap. Well, that and Eir Gel.” 


  “I see. I mean, yes. Obviously.” 


  Seraphel’s eyes flickered. 


  “You mean, ‘of course’. Because you knew that already.” 


  Cara fumbled with the wooden pin. The [Princess] raised her brows. After a second, Cara gave her a flat look. 


  “—I’m not an expert at alchemical things. And I don’t use healing potions that much.” 


  “Well said. If I couldn’t tell you were lying, I’d believe that.” 


  The [Princess] saw Cara’s face go blank and tapped a flashing ring. 


  “Magical artifact and Skills. I can read your aura like your face and you’re lying. I may be useless for anything like washing clothes, but I’m quite good at social events. Move the basket over.” 


  Silently, Cara did. She wasn’t sure if she should be worried; Seraphel’s tone was far from accusatory. If anything, she was frankly curious as she regarded Cara. 


  “May I ask a question?” 


  “Go ahead.” 


  “You seem to detest me and I can’t fathom why. I thought for a while that you had some grudge against Calanfer, but I don’t think you’ve ever been to my home. So what is it?” 


  Cara hunched her shoulders. She hadn’t expected to have to confront this issue today. Especially after being proven…wrong. Twice now—three times with Risel…five if you counted Sasi and Culin? Cara still thought Duchess Grishen was a horrible old lady. With a mace, which redeemed her somewhat. 


  Six times? The young woman shook her head. 


  “It’s not your fault, Ser—Princess Seraphel. I just—hate—the idea of royalty. Of anyone with a noble title. An…aristocrat.” 


  Seraphel nodded slowly. 


  “I see. Are you from Izril, by any chance?” 


  Cara nearly laughed. 


  “No. But it seems I’d fit in perfectly over there, wouldn’t I?” 


  “They’re certainly against rulers. But may I ask why you dislike my class so much?” 


  The Irish [Singer] frowned. 


  “Why do you care?” 


  The undead were literally climbing the walls while they chatted. Seraphel gave an impatient sigh as she snatched a shirt from the basket. 


  “Well, I’m interested, there is nothing to do other than speculate when help is arriving or whether we will die, and I would rather be entertained and have one question answered before I am torn to bits or married to the Earl of Ovela. Answer the question.” 


  She punctuated her monologue by slapping Cara gently on the shoulder with the towel as if it were a whip. The [Singer] stared at Seraphel. She nearly threw the wadded up clothing into Seraphel’s face in reply. 


  But she couldn’t help but like Seraphel a bit. Which bothered her. Because… 


  “I just don’t like the idea of one person having the power to…change people’s lives. Especially when they’re just born into the role. That’s all. And I—don’t like the idea of people ruling other people either.” 


  Seraphel tilted her head to one side as she considered that. 


  “Do you disagree that [Kings] are necessary?” 


  “Yes. Ever heard of a democracy?” 


  The [Singer] saw Seraphel smile. To her surprise, Seraphel shook her head. 


  “Of course. There are several in the world. Let’s see. Pallass has one, there’s Belchan’s traditional elected [Prime Minister]…the Collectives of Xemic in Baleros…I couldn’t name more than twenty the world over, even in smaller states though. Which one are you from, then? Probably Pallass, isn’t that so?” 


  “Uh—possibly. Why does it matter?” 


  Seraphel eyed Cara and the [Actress]’ perfectly smooth expression. Cara knew she was impossible to read—her face, at least. Unfortunately…Seraphel just tapped her lips as she recalled a minor detail. 


  “Of course, Pallass is a Drake city. So the odds of a Human living with the Drakes and Gnolls is remote. 


  Garuda or Dullahan would be more likely, even. Strange that you wouldn’t know that. Which means you probably don’t hail from Terandria or Izril.” 


  The [Singer] blinked. Was it just her or was this a…trap? No. She instinctively felt it wasn’t. There was no hostility in the way Seraphel was phrasing everything. She was giving Cara a rather arch smile, but that was competitive in nature. 


  This was a game for the [Princess]. Cara tilted her head from side to side. In any other situation she would have loved to play. But today? Now? She looked past Seraphel at the horde. The [Princess] 


  followed her gaze and her slight smile slipped away. 


  “Apologies. It seems now’s not the time. Rest assured, if we survive this, I will investigate your past at my leisure. I doubt very much whatever secret you’re hiding could be worse than being eaten by zombies.” 


  Cara’s lips twitched. She looked at Seraphel. Strange what a few minutes of conversation did. But then—


  that was at the heart of acting. Getting to know and falling in love with a character you might only know for a few hours at most was good acting. 


  But this was no stage. So—Cara hesitated. And decided to be honest. Seraphel was the first person she couldn’t trick in any way. It was—almost welcome. 


  “I don’t hate you. I’m sorry about judging you. But I do think rulers aren’t necessary. We don’t need 


  [Kings].” 


  “You say that. But in my experience, Humans turn to someone to lead them. Even in most democracies, there is an elected leader. We need someone to follow. In dark times, we crave someone to inspire, to be our very best. Like him.” 


  Seraphel pointed. Cara followed her finger and saw him on the walls. 


  Lord Lantal. He wasn’t fighting. He was resting, clearly tired. But where he stood, the people around him fought harder. They seemed to take something from him. It might have been a Skill—but maybe not. 


  “Look at him.” 


  The [Princess] watched Lantal too. Cara glanced at Seraphel. 


  “That is what a good [Lord] is. A leader, a champion of the battlefield, and a just ruler in times of peace. 


  There are too few of Lantal’s like in any land. But do you hate that?” 


  Seraphel and Cara watched the [Lord]. A good man. He had defended Violetta’s village. He didn’t overtax them. He had spared Cara for her grave errors. He seemed to love his family, his children. Cara looked for any fault and had trouble finding anything egregious. But even so—she shook her head. 


  “I don’t. I just wish there was no need for people like that.” 


  “Why?” 


  Seraphel’s question made Cara close her eyes. Oh, why? There was a story. But it would have taken too long; the basket was nearly empty and the line heavy. Cara replied slowly. 


  “Rulers. Lords. Kings and leaders. They all let you down. One person can’t be a—hero. We’re too flawed for that. We shouldn’t expect one person to carry the world.” 


  The reply made Seraphel frown. Thoughtfully, the [Princess] shook her head. Not in straight denial, but puzzled. 


  “Maybe you just haven’t met one yet. In my experience—one person can change the world. Perhaps it is not one person—but levels mean there is always someone who is better than others. Is it not natural to single them out, regardless of whether they do good or evil?” 


  She looked at Cara expectantly, rather pleased by her logical argument. As if they were debating over a cup of tea, rather than with a line of wet laundry and the scent of rotting flesh in the air. But there the pleasantries ended. 


  Cara closed her eyes. Then she stood and abruptly dangled the clothesline over the balcony’s railing so she could grab it below. She picked up the basket now full of dry laundry and turned to Seraphel. 


  Her smile made the [Princess]’ face go slack for a moment. Cara couldn’t have known. She thought she was giving a perfectly natural smile. But she wasn’t that good an actor. 


  “Not where I come from, Princess Seraphel. Thank you for the help.” 


  Cara left. The [Princess] watched her go. Silently, she stood. Seraphel wondered who Cara O’Sullivan was. With a name like that, it was almost certainly made up. But who had wounded her so? She wanted to know. It was just a small desire. 


  That—and to live. But there was nothing Seraphel could do about that. So she stood there a moment, until the stench drove her back inside. 


  


  —— 


  


  The young woman felt exhausted after the encounter with the [Princess]. It—had hurt, in the way of confronting your errors. Past Cara. 


  But…Cara shook her head. Seraphel was perfectly likeable. She might be the best [Princess] you could ask for, even if it did seem she was just a political tool. But that was as far as it went. 


  “She might have let me down too. But it wouldn’t have been her fault.” 


  The young woman returned the basket of laundry after hanging the line. She was just tired. And she knew that even that was a paltry, emotional exhaustion. She went to bed troubled, but slept hard. It was one conversation among this long, enduring siege. 


  


  —— 


  


  Aside from Princess Seraphel du Marquin, Lady Risel, Lord Lantal, and, arguably, Cara herself, no one had a kind word for the [Singer]. 


  Not even Culin or Sasi. Even they felt betrayed by her. Violetta didn’t speak to Cara; the young woman was given work because she was a free pair of hands, but she was a pariah. 


  Perhaps that was how it should be. Cara certainly didn’t run from the silent or overt scorn of the others. 


  She deserved it. 


  However, her sins were unintentional, or so Lord Lantal had decreed. If she had erred, it was by accidents partly out of her design. 


  Hers was not incompetence. Not…sheer failure. There was a difference, and one man knew it in his bones. 


  His bones, covered by that golden armor. Battered in places though it may be, it still shone like gold, like the rising sun over his kingdom. A kingdom he represented with every breath, the leader of the Thronebearers of Calanfer in this place. 


  Ser Dalimont of Calanfer knew true failure. He saw it in his weakness. He stared down at his broken leg and knew he was no fit man for the walls. Even so, he asked. 


  “You could place me on the edges of the fighting. If I support myself, I can swing a sword…” 


  The man he was talking to was one of the keep’s guards, Meltain. The man barely listened. 


  “We cannot, Ser Dalimont.” 


  The [Knight] hobbled after him in a makeshift crutch. The others were heading down the hill towards their morning positions along the line. They were exhausted. Dalimont struggled to keep up and knew that was a reason in itself. 


  “Yet one more arm—” 


  Meltain turned to face Dalimont. His face was blank. He delivered his words without grace or nuance, like a hammer. Dalimont was trained to deliver a ‘no’ from a [Princess] to a suitor with all the grace of a butterfly landing upon your hair. 


  Meltain had no need for such wordplay. He used a spear and fought shoulder-to-shoulder with his friends, not like a [Knight], alone against a number of foes. His entire personal equipment set probably cost less than one of Dalimont’s greaves. 


  Yet…Dalimont felt inferior to him in almost every respect. The [Armsman] retorted wearily. 


  “We cannot risk you, Ser Dalimont.” 


  Dalimont blinked stupidly. 


  “For Calanfer’s wrath? I assure you the crown would understand the dire…” 


  “No. We cannot risk you dying and turning into one of the undead.” 


  Meltain snapped, and Dalimont recoiled. Meltain raked a hand through his ragged hair. 


  “You’d—you’d turn into a Ghoul. Maybe even a Draug if you were high-level enough. A Ghoul in plate armor. One slip and you’d go over that wall. A man with a broken leg? If they come through the gates—


  we’ll need you. Not on the walls.” 


  “I…I understand. My sincerest apologies.” 


  Dalimont replied after a moment. Meltain nodded, clearly exhausted. 


  “Sorry. I—” 


  For a second the man searched for a follow-up, then gave up. He turned and kept marching down the slope. Dalimont stood there, helpless. Then he began to hobble back up. 


  He had always thought that when the end came—if it came—he would be upright, sword in hand, fighting. Or dying in a bed surrounded by beloved children. Taking an arrow for one of the [Princesses], perhaps. Though Dalimont was not technically sworn to any but the crown. 


  The Thronebearers of Calanfer either fought for the kingdom or were part of a roster that guarded a particular [Princess], or the [King] and [Queen] themselves. Seraphel could have chosen a champion, and some [Princesses] took their favorite [Knights] wherever they went, but it had been luck that cast Dalimont here. 


  He had, privately, resented the duty, because Seraphel was known to be impatient and this was not a pleasant task. He had not expected danger, just drudgery and grim Noelictus, which he had heard much of. 


  Now? Dalimont felt like a fool as he hobbled up the hill. Here he was with a broken leg, unable to fight, a useless [Knight]—no, a liability—representing the best of Calanfer. Because he was no expert in fighting undead and had run into a Crypt Lord unprepared. 


  It had killed Ser Iltorst. A good man, just like that. The Thronebearers had not done better than Afiele’s guards. 


  Low-level [Guards], with poor equipment, doing as well as [Knights]—no, we Thronebearers held our own only because of our armor. 


  Shameful. Dalimont’s ears burned at the thought. He examined himself as he returned to the keep. Not in a mirror, but in a Skill. 


  [Aerial Viewpoint]. 


  A simple Skill. Dalimont saw himself hobbling into the keep, and a serving woman instantly bowed. 


  “Ser Knight? Do you need anything?” 


  Dalimont raised his hand and gave her a smile with perfectly white teeth. The Veteran’s Bow. There was, in fact, a type of bow you could execute with only one arm and an inability to move properly at the waist. Yes, Dalimont knew it, and, yes, he executed it perfectly, such that the woman was flattered. 


  “I would not wish to get in your way, milady Servay. Please, ignore me. I may retire out of the way.” 


  “Thank you, Ser Dalimont. It’s an honor—you remember all our names.” 


  “A trifle, Miss Servay.” 


  Dalimont edged aside so she could move past him with a load of laundry. He kept smiling—watching himself in his mind’s eye. 


  Perfect etiquette. Thronebearers were known for it. In his short sojourn here, Dalimont knew almost every servant’s name. His posture, even with a crutch, was straight-backed. Even his Skill, [Aerial Viewpoint], was designed to let him watch how he stood and look better. 


  Oh, and to check for [Assassins]. Dalimont took the stairs up the keep slowly, painfully, resting twice, before he found the [Princess]’ room. 


  “Your Highness? May I do anything for you?” 


  Dalimont heard a suppressed sigh. 


  “No, Dalimont. Please, leave me.” 


  He bowed again, but didn’t hobble off just yet. Dalimont swept the corridor, taking twenty minutes to check everything. 


  Not that he expected to find…what, a hidden [Spy] with a blowdart now? But it was the kind of thing he was trained for. Dalimont could, in fact, spot poisoned threads hanging from the ceiling, find secret passages, and even, if the worst came to the worst, attempt to apply antidotes. 


  He was a good pick for a [Messenger] if no one with that exact class were available because he knew enough of the court-customs of over twelve kingdoms to stroll in and make a good show of himself. 


  Dalimont could tell you which fork to use at any dinner in the world and when to use your hands. 


  None of it was useful here. Dalimont finished his sweep and headed downstairs. He’d stare at Seraphel’s window; if he were able-bodied, he’d climb up when no one was looking and do a minute check, but that wasn’t important. He was sure there was no killer here—aside from the army camped outside the walls. 


  In the keep, Dalimont slowly circled the walls and sighed. 


  The [Princess] is secure. He would appraise her safety at about…two. Out of ten. In that if he had to list the issues with the crumbling keep he could write an essay, from unsecured windows to the lack of magical wards, proper bodyguards, a good vantage spot from one of those hills to place a six hundred foot shot through the windows, and so on…but safe enough. 


  There was even a hole in the curtain wall around the keep, not just the gates. Dalimont stared at it, behind one of the hedges. Someone should have really patched it up, but again—it wasn’t [Assassins] 


  coming for her, but undead. 


  The Thronebearer stood there, then painfully transferred all the weight onto the crutch. He reached for his side, looked around, and then drew his sword. Dalimont took a breath—then began to swing it, one-armed. 


  “One, two, three, four…” 


  He couldn’t even enact half the strikes or parries like this. But he could raise the sword, bring it down, and lift it again. Normally, he’d practice for, oh, two hours each day when he had time. One if he needed to curtail it. Thronebearers devoted a lot of time to the arts; he knew [Knights] who could cook, dance, sing, or compose poetry on the fly. Which made them beloved as guests, but now Dalimont thought to himself about other orders. 


  Some [Knights] trained from sunup to sunset. He did two hours. One third of Dalimont’s Skills were non-combat related. He was embarrassed where he had been proud. 


  “[Quick Heel Turn].” 


  Dalimont shifted about, facing the other way, to keep swinging his sword. Yes, he’d use that to fight. Put his back to the wall—slash this way, slash that way. Hope he didn’t run into a foe that thought to take him at the legs. 


  [Quick Heel Turn]. Another Skill that sounded acceptable and had multiple-uses. However…it was a dance move. He’d learned it in Nadel when he visited the Lord of the Dance’s courts. It worked in battle, but again… 


  So caught up was Dalimont in his personal beratement he barely noticed the two little fighting figures until they started hitting each other. 


  “Stop it! Stop it!” 


  One was pulling at the other’s hair. Which got him a smack so loud Dalimont turned before he heard the wail. 


  Culin and Sasi Afiele were rolling about, punching at each other. Well—Sasi did, more reluctantly than her little brother. He was trying to bite her arm. 


  “Stop it! I’ll tell mother!” 


  Sasi was pounding on her brother’s shoulder. Culin kept punching her—until she grabbed his hair and pulled his head back. 


  “Lord Culin! Lady Sasi!” 


  The two children were so engrossed in their fight they didn’t notice the golden [Knight] until he hobbled over, sword sheathed. Then they froze and broke up. 


  “What is this? Milord, milady?” 


  “He started it! He wouldn’t give it back and he broke it!” 


  Sasi pointed. Culin tried to hide something behind his back. His face turned red, and he nearly went after Sasi, but mindful of Dalimont, he tried to explain himself. 


  “No! It was my turn! She—I—it was my turn and—” 


  His face screwed up, and he became even redder. Tears began to stream down his face, and Sasi looked at her brother, not sure of what to do. Culin began to cry again, and Sasi teared up. 


  Dalimont stared at the two. This was a standard sibling fight, as he had experienced many times himself. 


  The average, reasonable person confronted with this, might have no bearing on what happened nor any idea what to do next. 


  Slowly, the Thronebearer reached for his bag of holding. 


  “Here now. Don’t weep, young Lord Culin. A young man such as yourself? What’s wrong? What do you have there?” 


  He tried to kneel and winced as his bad leg screamed this was a bad idea. Dalimont bent over instead, which wasn’t as good. Culin tried to hide what was behind his back. 


  “It’s nothing.” 


  “It is something. Is something broken? Something wrong?” 


  The little boy was clearly hiding something, and Dalimont saw a telltale bit of snapped wood. He detected a bit of magic and guessed what Culin was holding. 


  “Mother will be angry!” 


  The boy was distraught, and no wonder. Lady Risel was working all hours and the last thing she needed was…this. Sasi knew it too, and made a fist to hit him. 


  “It’s your fault. If you hadn’t grabbed—” 


  Ah, establishing blame. Dalimont had learned how to do that—but on a diplomatic level. Here? He cleared his throat, and the children fell silent. 


  “Lord Culin, perhaps I can help. I promise you, I will not tell Lady Risel of what happened here, but mayhap we can clear this issue up?” 


  Culin stared up at him, snot running down his face, eyes teared up. 


  “You promise?” 


  Dalimont put a hand on his chest, over his honor. He spoke solemnly. 


  “Upon my honor as a Thronebearer of Calanfer, I offer you a [Knightly Vow], Lord Culin Afiele, to not speak of what you tell me save that I disgrace my name and order before all. What passes between us, Lady Sasi, Lord Culin, is sealed to the throne of Eternal Calanfer, my name on it.” 


  Flowery language, but it worked. Culin and Sasi traded a glance and then, at last, the boy showed Dalimont what had been broken. He took a look at it and almost laughed, but again, Dalimont had been trained for this. 


  “Ah. A Wand of [Light].” 


  The kind of thing you could get, even if you weren’t well-to-do, in any town in the world. A cheap little 


  [Light] spell made light appear—perfect as a backup for a candle. The kind of thing any [Lady] might own. 


  And just the sort of thing two bored children might have fun with then snap. It was well and truly broken; the spelled wood had snapped right down the center, and even if you reconnected it… 


  “It’s broken. You can’t fix it. Mother’s going to be so angry.” 


  Sasi sniffed, tears leaking from her eyes. It must have been expensive to the two children, and Culin almost began to wail—until Dalimont reached into his bag of holding. 


  “Ah, but perhaps not all is lost. I may be injured, Lord and Lady Afiele, but I believe I can at least undertake a small errand to save all from grief. Would…this not do?” 


  He held out a little wand, and the two locked their eyes on it. Dalimont’s was closer to alabaster in color, and, he suspected, far more expensive than the broken one. 


  “A wand! Is it…?” 


  Dalimont waved his and a bright little [Light] spell appeared; a glowing yellow orb that cast a pleasing light. He offered it to Culin, who stared at Dalimont’s gauntleted hand. 


  “Perhaps we could replace it and no one would be the wiser? It may need, ah, coloration, though.” 


  “Really?” 


  He looked up at Dalimont, the light of hope shining in the boy’s eyes. Sasi was uncertain. 


  “It’s expensive though, isn’t it, Ser Dalimont? We shouldn’t take what’s yours. Culin, we should tell mother.” 


  The boy hesitated, caught between what was right and what every instinct in his body was telling him to do. 


  Dalimont bit his lip. He didn’t wish to tell the children he could replace it when he got to his Order, and no one would blink if he snapped three in a row. Instead, he shook his head. 


  “Lord and Lady Afiele. This is a moment of…high stress. I am honored by your morality, and it will serve you well ere you rule. Perhaps, though, a small lie will smooth things and not distress your parents?” 


  The two children glanced at each other. Sasi nodded almost as fast as Culin. Dalimont smiled. 


  “Good. Then we can replace this. I shall trade you for your wand, Lord Afiele.” 


  Dalimont received the broken bits of the wand and tucked them away. Culin stared dubiously at the wand he held and noticed a problem. 


  “It’s the wrong color.” 


  The Thronebearer agreed. 


  “So it is. Mayhap one of my fellow [Knights] has one in the right color. We could check?” 


  That was how he found himself painfully heading deeper into the keep, into the room the Thronebearers shared to rummage through their goods. Most were on the walls, but it pained Dalimont when he found the belongings of his comrades in arms. 


  Even so, he finally pulled out a brown wand and handed it to the children. They took it, and Dalimont smiled to see their relieved faces. 


  At least I still remember how to deal with children. Some of the Thronebearers had helped raise the 


  [Princesses] and [Princes] of Calanfer and this was the exact sort of thing they had to do. 


  He felt only a bit accomplished in that. They were all heading back to Risel and Lantal’s room to replace the wand and complete this coverup, when Culin and Sasi froze. They had spotted someone helping to hang up the day’s laundry again, and Sasi turned instantly hostile. 


  “It’s her.” 


  She pointed, and Culin stared uncertainly at Cara. Dalimont inhaled softly as she trudged down a stairwell, hefting a huge basket of laundry. 


  “Miss O’Sullivan. I thought she was something of a friend.” 


  “She’s a traitor! Everyone knows it.” 


  Sasi’s voice rose slightly, but Cara didn’t notice. The young [Lady] was angry as she watched Cara go, and Dalimont understood why. However…the Thronebearer watched Cara with more sympathy than the young [Lady]. Or, indeed, the other servants. 


  “Perhaps she did err, Milady Afiele. But she is working hard to help. You two…seem restless.” 


  He eyed the children who had just fought over one broken wand. Culin and Sasi shuffled their feet. 


  “Miss Cara is an adept singer. Perhaps she would be willing to perform for you?” 


  “Not her! She’s evil!” 


  Sasi protested, but Culin’s eyes shifted after Cara in a meaningful way. Dalimont rubbed at his chin. In truth, he didn’t know much about Miss Cara himself, although the [Princess] had expressed an interest in her. However, this he could do. 


  “Milady Sasi. Would you consent to talking with Miss Cara? Speaking with her?” 


  “I don’t want to talk to that—” 


  Sasi hesitated, looked up at Dalimont, and, mindful of his class and the favor he’d done her, mumbled instead. 


  “…Maybe.” 


  Dalimont smiled. 


  “Very good, milady. Let us put the wand away, and then find Miss Cara.” 


  The two children did just that. It was not hard for Dalimont to stop the nearest servant, find Cara in the small keep, and get her to the practice court with the children for a private word. Cara eyed Dalimont, but he just held out a hand. 


  “I believe Miss Sasi has something to say to you, Miss Cara. Would you please hear her out?” 


  “I…yes. Of course.” 


  Sasi glared at Cara. Culin half-hid behind his sister, chewing his lip uncertainly, but Sasi pointed at Cara. 


  Her eyes shone a bit too brightly, and her hands clenched in anger. 


  “You did all this! You broke the Tomb of Afiele! This…all of it is your fault!” 


  She waved a hand as if it could encompass all. Cara’s head bowed. 


  “I’m sorry, Sasi. I didn’t know.” 


  “That’s it?” 


  The girl stamped her foot. She was red in the cheeks, staring at Cara. Whom she did like. Dalimont remembered the girl and boy bubbling over with praise for Cara. Ah, but that was the thing. Those you liked most… 


  He watched as Cara stood there, head hung low. She kept staring at him, like she’d seen…well, a ghost. 


  There was something odd about the way she looked at Dalimont, a way that made him feel uncomfortable, as if she saw his every weakness. 


  Well and so, he took the look and let Sasi shout at Cara until she was panting, tears in her eyes. 


  “I liked you! You were special! Why are you so…so…” 


  Culin ran up and kicked at Cara. Or tried to because she dodged that and Dalimont put a hand out. 


  “Lord Culin…violence does not behoove us. Not here.” 


  The boy didn’t say a word. Culin was crying—mainly because Sasi was in tears. It was a hard siege, on the children most of all, and the [Singer] stood there. 


  “I’m sorry. It is my fault.” 


  “No, it is not.” 


  Culin, Sasi, and Cara looked at Dalimont. The Thronebearer bowed to all. 


  “Milady Sasi, you have every right to bear a grudge, and Miss Cara has made her mistakes. Yet it was not she who raised the dead, was it?” 


  “No.” 


  Sasi gulped. Dalimont went on, his brows darkening. 


  “That was one man. The [Necromancer]. Yes, Miss Cara inadvertently helped him, but she swore under truth spell she did not mean to. We must blame the true monster here, and I say that is not her. Miss Cara may indeed answer for her mistakes, but here and now, she is helping. Can you bear it in your heart to forgive her, Lady Sasi? Especially in this time?” 


  He regarded the girl. 


  “If there is anyone to blame, it is I, for letting the [Necromancer] go when we could have first slain him.” 


  The girl turned to Dalimont and shook her head wordlessly. She had stopped crying, but now her eyes watered again. 


  “It’s not your fault. It’s…” 


  She sniffed, looked at Cara, and the young woman hesitated. Dalimont made a gesture—he stood on his bad leg, spread his arms wide for a second—and Cara copied him. 


  Dalimont winced in agony, but Sasi ran forwards and hugged Cara. She was crying, and Cara awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. 


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Sasi.” 


  Culin ran over as well, wordlessly joining the hug. Dalimont retreated a bit, but with satisfaction. His job was done. He saw Cara watching him and bowed silently. She kept talking with the children as Dalimont headed off. Lady Risel might like to put the two in Cara’s care…that would certainly save her the worry of looking after them, or the servants. 


  Small things. Thronebearer things. Down the hill, Dalimont heard the undead attacking the walls and knew Meltain and the others were fighting for their lives. 


  He could do nothing for them. Only this. Only…Dalimont sighed. 


  “[Words of Reconciliation]. A [Diplomat]’s Skill.” 


  The kind of thing you could use to mend a quarrel at court. Dalimont hobbled off to find Risel, and went around to compliment servants. A kind word in their ear. When he got back, Cara was hugging the children and giving Culin a piggy-back ride. He watched for a while, smiling. 


  Then Dalimont found a secluded corner and drew his sword once more. He raised it, swung it up and down, and counted. 


  “…five, six…seven…” 


  Until a hundred. Until two hundred. He would not be ready this time. He had already failed. But if it came to it…if he had another chance… 


  He would die a [Knight], a Thronebearer, and a [Warrior] all. 


  


  —— 


  


  It smelled foul. The siege, that was. 


  Every aspect of it. When you woke up, the undead had been storming the walls all night. That relentless attack. Never strong—not unless a Draugr or Crypt Lord came. But relentless. 


  The defenders cycled in and out. So they would come back, reeking of sweat and foul rot from the undead they skewered. Filthy odors of the latrine too. 


  No glory—not here. Even the Thronebearers’ armor turned to a spoiled sheen, and they didn’t have the energy to keep it clean. A few had Skills that cleaned their armor, and what a waste it was. 


  How useless that Skill was. Useful if you didn’t want to ride around in muck and clean it off, but here? 


  Here, where the glowing eyes of a Ghoul clawing at your throat was the only thing that you saw? 


  Useless. Foul days and foul nights. The food didn’t help. There was no pleasing aroma of some rare spice. It was measured rations; a hefty serving of the butchered animals for the fighters. 


  Scraps for everyone else. That was fair. However, Seraphel suspected her portions were barely cut down. Even so, she felt hungry—yet she kept insisting half of it go to someone else. Until her will weakened and she ate her entire plate, licking her fingers. 


  This was…the fifth day of siege? She didn’t even know. Five days, and she felt weak and ill, nauseous constantly, and her body hurt from doing things as mundane as lifting crates of potions and rationing them out into smaller bottles. 


  Which was all she was good for. The truth was…Seraphel was too embarrassed to complain, even to her 


  [Handmaidens]. However, it was true. 


  She had been hungry, properly hungry, probably less than a dozen times in her life. Hunger was not something Seraphel had ever had to really deal with. When she was the slightest bit peckish, she could turn to the nearest person and demand a snack. It would then arrive within ten minutes, or someone’s head would metaphorically roll. 


  This…this was far different. The 4th Princess of Calanfer had not seen a battle like this before. She had seen fighting before this—tourneys, even proper battles reflected onto scrying orbs, or practice battles, and they had seemed bloody and savage. 


  This was horrific. She stood on the balcony of Afiele’s keep, the only one connected to Lord Lantal and Lady Risel’s room, and stared down at the walls. She saw, from afar, a panicked young woman hacking at a zombie latched onto the walls. She had a hatchet in hand and hit the undead in the head. 


  Again and again, until its skull fractured and she was hacking into its brains. But it kept hanging on, kept moving—until someone shoved past her and pried the arms off. Only then did Seraphel and this townswoman realize it had been locked into place. 


  That was battle. Seraphel felt ill just seeing it without any clear details. The smell— 


  She was gagging and willing herself not to throw up when she heard voices. 


  “I can’t do it.” 


  “Yes, you can. Just toss them up, and…there you go. See? One, two, whoops—” 


  The [Princess] leaned over the balcony. What was that, now? She looked around and found a small group of three playing near the crumbling wall of the keep. The [Princess] saw an odd sight for a siege, but in its way—utterly fitting. 


  Cara, the [Singer] who had performed at the banquet, was teaching Culin and Sasi how to juggle. She was bending over, letting Sasi and Culin try with some stones. Sasi had managed to toss three stones around in a simple loop, and Culin was complaining. 


  “It’s too hard. Sasi can do it. But I can’t. She’s better than me.” 


  “Well…that’s true.” 


  The young [Lord] gave Cara a hurt glance, and Sasi guiltily dropped the juggling stones. Cara calmly handed Culin his stones. 


  “She is better, but you can practice. That’s how it works. I bet you we can get you juggling a double-helix in the hour if you really try.” 


  The boy wrinkled up his face. 


  “What’s that?” 


  “This one. See?” 


  Cara did it, and Culin looked dubious. But then he took the stones and gamely tried again. So did Sasi. 


  Not because the act of juggling was inherently the best thing in the world, although they genuinely did want to learn. 


  It was because it was that or watching the terrible battle on the walls, or helping out by lifting something, or just sitting and talking with the others in low voices. Given their druthers, they would do this. Or… 


  “Miss Cara, could you sing for us? While we practice?” 


  Sasi asked hopefully. Culin looked up and nodded, with all the guile of a little boy. Cara sighed. She glanced around the keep. 


  “Now? I don’t want to disturb anyone.” 


  “Just a little song? Please?” 


  The [Singer] hesitated. It was a fair request. But…she studied the keep, and saw people hurrying supplies down to the town. A group of people heading up, so weary they stumbled and couldn’t raise their heads. 


  This was not the time for music. At least, not a cheerful little pop song. Nor was she inclined to add to the drama. Cara shook her head. 


  “I need to keep working. Let’s…just practice juggling a bit, alright? I could teach you how to do a cartwheel?” 


  She wasn’t sure. But Lady Risel had asked her to take the two children in hand. Even in a siege, they had trouble just sitting around all day. So Culin and Sasi glumly practiced juggling. 


  For about three minutes. Then Culin threw his stones down. 


  “I don’t want to juggle! I want a song!” 


  His voice rose distressingly high, and Cara and Sasi instantly tried to shush him. The young woman glanced towards the keep—Culin’s voice could probably rouse even the most tired sleepers—and relented. 


  “Alright, alright. Just a little song, okay?” 


  The two brightened up. So Cara sat, and sang them a quick pop song. Instantly, there was light. 


  There was sound, sound such as they had never heard before. Culin’s face brightened up, and Sasi clapped her hands, but so quietly as to not drown out Cara’s voice and the music, which was very low so as not to wake anyone. 


  As if she thought it would be something no one but children wanted to hear. As if she thought it would not amaze or delight, even now. 


  Look at them. Culin began to dance, awkwardly, and Sasi skipped around him, clapping her hands. 


  Children dancing, despite a siege. Smiling, and—Cara watched Culin as she sang and saw how desperately sad he had been a second before. 


  Not visibly tearful, but bleakly so. Brave because the young [Lord] of Afiele must be in this dark hour. So she sang them one song, then two, then three—and then coughed as she felt something tickle her throat. 


  Culin and Sasi looked around. Cara tried to keep going, but she lost her rhythm, faltered— 


  “What is that?” 


  Cara tasted smoke. She looked up, saw a rising smokestack blowing their way, and thought for a moment something was on fire. She panicked—but a voice spoke. 


  “I believe they are cremating some of the dead outside the walls. With magic, so they cannot rise. That is a lovely song, Miss Cara. I do not think it would go amiss indoors either.” 


  Cara turned. Culin and Sasi glanced up, stopped dancing, and bowed deeply. There, watching them, was Princess Seraphel du Marquin. 


  “Your Highness.” 


  Cara did not bow. She straightened and watched Seraphel warily. Their last conversation lay before them, making the young woman uncomfortable. However, Seraphel just walked forwards with a smile for Cara. 


  “A lovely song. You have a rare Skill, Miss Cara. To make musical instruments play as you sing. I hope I am not disturbing you.” 


  “No…I hope I didn’t disturb you?” 


  Seraphel’s smile was as self-deprecating as Cara’s expression was wary. She nodded to the keep. 


  “I do not think any of us are badly needed. I am sure I do better out of the way. If I may listen, that would be most welcome.” 


  “Of course…” 


  Cara’s skin prickled. It was one thing to sing to the two children, but to this [Princess]? She told herself Seraphel had done nothing Cara should resent her for besides being born, but… 


  The young woman from Ireland inhaled, then coughed again. Seraphel fanned at her face. The smoke was getting worse. 


  “Perhaps we should all retire indoors?” 


  Culin and Sasi nodded. Seraphel began leading them indoors, but they soon realized that was a problem in and of itself. 


  Because the diners in the banquet hall could have used some music to liven their mood—if not for two dozen bodies literally passed out on the benches or floor. Some were dozing into their food, or eating because they were famished, but this was not the place. 


  “Upstairs?” 


  The keep was full to the brim with sleeping people, or others with needles, mending armor, and so on. 


  All four, [Princess], [Singer], and two children, peeked upstairs, saw Duchess Grishen calmly whetting a sword’s blade along a bit of stone, and decided this was not the place to sing. 


  Lord Lantal and Lady Risel’s bedroom was the best spot once they closed the doors to the balcony. Even then, Cara felt she would have to whisper-sing. Yet Seraphel scooted onto a chair almost as eagerly as Culin and Sasi. 


  “Are my songs really that entertaining, Your Highness?” 


  Seraphel blinked as Cara did a few vocal warmups and took a sip of rationed water. She replied slowly. 


  “I have never heard that particular style, Miss Sullivan. Not from Baleros or Chandrar, which have fanciful music, nor even Gnoll songs of the plains. They have many and varied musics—but not that.” 


  That was true, Cara supposed. Pop and the chorus of electronically-designed instruments might well be impossible. There was surely energetic music, but…she hesitated. 


  “Well um…I shall sing then, if it pleases the crown.” 


  She was only being a bit sarcastic, but she saw Seraphel’s face fall and felt guilty about it. Cara sang two songs in quick succession. 


  The second one was the song she’d first sung in the banquet hall. It’s Gonna Be Okay. Cara saw Seraphel sit up, close her eyes, and listen to the music. The lyrics. 


  Her experience was completely different from Culin and Sasi. They just loved the energy. They took in the words—but Seraphel? She listened to it. The spirit of the music. 


  She didn’t know it, but her voice rose. So Cara was singing louder, and her voice ran throughout the keep. 


  


  —— 


  


  A [Duchess] cut her finger on the whetstone. She raised her head, glaring—but relented when she stomped out of her room and saw the [Seamstress] and her helpers smiling. 


  A Thronebearer of Calanfer tiredly searching for his [Princess] raised his head with sudden intuition. 


  And a [Lord] being helped to his rooms by his wife, arm too tired to raise, paused a second in the hallway to listen. Lord Lantal closed his eyes and Risel looked up. 


  “What a beautiful song. Afiele should be filled with them.” 


  Lantal looked at Risel, and made an impulsive promise. 


  “When this is over—I promise I will hire a [Singer] every day of the year.” 


  She just laughed and kissed him on a clean part of his face in reply. 


  


  —— 


  


  That young woman thought her voice was something to be caged. Seraphel du Marquin could not believe it. But then—this was a song Cara knew so well she could sing from memory alone. 


  She had forgotten the magic. It had faded, but it was Seraphel’s favorite song. It might have been even if this were not the only music she could hear. 


  By the time Cara got to eight songs, the two children joined in on the chorus of the song—which was on its third encore. She stopped when Seraphel joined in. 


  The [Princess] blushed slightly as Culin and Sasi looked at her. 


  “I apologize. Was I off?” 


  “No—I’m sorry. I was just surprised.” 


  The [Princess] had a good voice. A trained voice. It was just so surprising that Cara had stopped. Culin and Sasi watched her, and everyone, once again, remembered she was a [Princess]. 


  A wall went up and Seraphel looked disappointed. Not sad, just resigned. 


  The [Singer] saw it. The children didn’t, but they didn’t really see a Human being. Just a [Princess], sitting in her rich clothing, patterned like a sunburst, yellow and orange and gold, a proper dress fit for a ball amid drab Noelictus. 


  Ruffles and stockings and even long gloves, oh my. It made Cara’s hackles rise—until she realized that this was extensive formal wear. 


  Perhaps the [Princess] can’t get her washing done and she has to wear whatever she brought. Which still spoke to her wealth compared to Risel and Lantal’s plain clothing. Yet she politely sat there, well-mannered as could be. So Cara hesitated…then tossed a rope over the wall. 


  “Did you learn to sing from an instructor, Your Highness? You’re very good.” 


  Seraphel could hold a note, and someone had told her how to breathe properly. The [Princess] blinked. 


  “I had a [Tutor], yes. A lovely [Bard]—Calanfer has many, you understand.” 


  “A [Bard]. Of course. Do you play an instrument?” 


  The 4th Princess sighed. 


  “No. My parents considered a harpsichord, but few instruments are truly played by royalty. I believe His Majesty of Avel has a passing…grace…with a horn. He apparently serenades his castle at dawn from time to time.” 


  Again, this went completely over the heads of Culin and Sasi, who probably imagined a grand [King] 


  playing on the trumpet to greet the dawn. The way Seraphel said it painted a completely different image to Cara, and she would have loved to see it. She coughed into one hand and saw—Seraphel was smiling. 


  Very slightly, but she had been telling a joke. 


  Subtle. So Cara went on. 


  “Oh. Then—Calanfer teaches its princesses to sing. To dance, I assume? Your Highness?” 


  “Seraphel will do, Miss Cara. If I may address you as Cara? I think we are all too familiar to stand on titles. Yes, Calanfer does. Dancing, writing, etiquette, formal ceremony, a bit of magic if we have an aptitude, but only one of my sisters has studied abroad for it.” 


  Sasi gasped in delight. 


  “She went to Wistram? The Academy of Mages?” 


  Culin sat upright and Cara listened, as Seraphel shook her head. 


  “No; other academies. Wistram was too far and too…distracting, or so my parents thought. However, she has attended other academies in Terandria and studies with [Mages]. That would be Vernoue. The 5th Princess of Calanfer, my younger sister by four years. Vernoue the Enchanting. That would be her title.” 


  “I know her! She’s a powerful [Mage], isn’t she?” 


  “Mm. Passable, I suppose.” 


  It seemed that the children knew of Calanfer, much like someone would know of a fairly close nation’s leaders. Before Cara knew it, this was about Seraphel. The [Princess] sat, amused and slightly taken aback, as the two children scooted over to her and began asking the questions one should not trouble a 


  [Princess] with. But this was a siege. 


  Culin tugged at the hem of Seraphel’s dress until Sasi, aghast, slapped his hand down. But he had to ask the question burning on the tip of his tongue. 


  “Is it true they pave the streets in Calanfer with gold?” 


  Seraphel smiled in that resigned way of an adult. She cast Cara a glance which the [Singer] returned slightly apologetically. Your turn to be entertainment. Seraphel shook her head slightly, with that air of patience. 


  “It’s not actual gold. It just looks like it. There is Truegold on some of the buildings, but it isn’t actual gold, you understand.” 


  Cara choked on a mouthful of water. She gave Seraphel the side-eye, and the [Princess] modestly shook her head. 


  “Calanfer is rich, but the Eternal Throne is…well, the city is made of precious materials, the likes of which cannot be made in this day and age. Our capital is the foundation of our kingdom—and we are young. 


  Only six thousand years old, founded after the Creler wars. So, yes, it is rather…” 


  She searched for a word. Sasi raised her hand. 


  “Shiny?” 


  “Resplendent, yes. When the [Bards] sing that Calanfer’s capital, Fezreit, ‘glows aglitter with every passing hour’, they do not exaggerate. The light does catch on the material of the streets and inner city—but the outer city is more mundane. It is very pretty, and I have never seen a city more beautiful. 


  Others far larger, or with greater commerce and so on, but never more beautiful. Calanfer has laws, you know. One cannot spit on the streets, or litter. We even forbid horses and other animals within the inner city.” 


  “And the Eternal Throne?” 


  Seraphel paused. 


  “It is magnificent. I have been there many times, and I will admit—it is bright. Some say it is the moment of their lives, to see it. I would not know. I grew up there.” 


  “As a [Princess].” 


  Seraphel looked up and a current ran from her to Cara. 


  “Yes. I didn’t choose that life, but I will admit—it is mine.” 


  “Do you want to go back? It sounds wonderful, Your Highness. Better than…” 


  Sasi whispered, looking around the drab room. Seraphel looked at the grey skies, filled with smoke and burning undead. She didn’t reply at once. When she did, it was with a glance at Cara. 


  “No.” 


  “Really?” 


  Culin was patently incredulous. Seraphel shrugged. 


  “One does not find where they grew up as special as where they go, I suppose, Lord Culin. I would rather…do something else. Practice singing, perhaps. That’s quite pleasing, if I could gain a Skill like Miss Cara.” 


  “Really?” 


  Cara blinked. Seraphel met her gaze. 


  “Well and truly. I have traveled quite far among Terandria; I do not cling to places. I would rather have something that I could take with me. Alas—my only Skill, as my sisters would remind me, is my sharp tongue. Seraphel the Dutiful is my title as [Princess]. Dutiful. Hardly much to remark upon.” 


  She smiled wryly. Cara saw her expression turn so weary for a second it was nostalgic. Then—Seraphel smoothed her dress. 


  “Perhaps you could teach me.” 


  “Would that be acceptable? To sing for a [Princess], I mean?” 


  Seraphel raised her brows. 


  “A [Princess] never sings in public except for national anthems. Privately I believe I can sing what I may?” 


  Cara had to grin and Seraphel returned it, then gestured at her throat awkwardly. 


  “It is just—I cannot match the cadence. Terandrian songs, you know, are very…slow? Patriotic. I am more used to singing in chorus.” 


  “Oh, do you know any vocal warmups? Tongue twisters?” 


  “Mm…a few. The curious cat certain of Creler-carrying Couriers quickly carried her catch clear?” 


  “Not bad. How about…Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers? A peck of pickled peppers did Peter pick.” 


  “How intriguing. Do you have many [Pipers] at your home, Cara?” 


  “Only the ones who charm rats by playing a flute.” 


  “Dead gods, are those charlatans still around?” 


  Culin and Sasi’s heads turned back and forth between the two, like they were watching a slow exchange in a tennis match. Seraphel and Cara studied each other, and Cara hesitated. 


  


  —— 


  


  By the time Lord Lantal and Lady Risel entered, the two were quietly singing in harmony. Sasi and Culin—less so, but enough so that they were barely audible throughout the hallway outside the private rooms. 


  The rest of the keep was silent. Here though— 


  Cara and Seraphel stopped singing when the door opened, but the [Lord] and [Lady] were smiling wearily. 


  “Do not stop on our accounts, Miss Cara. Thank you for entertaining the children.” 


  “Oh, thank you…” 


  Cara stood awkwardly to bow, but Lord Lantal was already collapsing into a chair by the time she stood. 


  Risel went to get him something to eat, and the two children fussed around their father. 


  Seraphel half-rose. 


  “We should be out of your way, Lord Lantal. Your valiant efforts on the wall are ceaseless.” 


  “No, no, Your Highness…I’m just…” 


  Lantal’s head rose and he tried to stand, but then trailed off. Seraphel hurriedly bade him sit, and he relaxed. 


  “It is good of you to be with Culin and Sasi.” 


  He looked at Cara as he replied. She bowed again, unsure of what to say. Lord Lantal exhaled, and for a second, before Risel came back, no one spoke a word. 


  “I enjoy the music. Afiele needs more of it.” 


  Lantal murmured. The door opened and Risel came back. Cara and Seraphel turned, tiptoeing out; they had thought he’d fallen asleep. But Culin and Sasi looked up as Lantal’s eyes opened. 


  The weary [Lord of the Fields] focused on Cara. She half-dipped her head again. 


  “Thank you. I hope I didn’t disturb anyone.” 


  “I doubt it could be heard from down in the rest of the keep.” 


  Risel remarked. Cara sighed. 


  “Good—” 


  “No. You could sing louder. If you wish—do so. It was beyond pleasant to hear.” 


  Risel turned to Cara. The [Singer] hesitated, but Lord Lantal nodded slowly, reaching for some bread with renewed hunger. He tried to eat, embarrassed as he crammed food into his mouth, but determined to say it. 


  “Noelictus lacks for songs like this. Even the capital would like to hear it, I think. I have heard a bit of Calanfer, Princess Seraphel.” 


  Seraphel jumped. Risel and Lantal had apparently been listening for a while. Lantal looked at her. Then his children. 


  “I have been to Noelictus’ capital, but none other. Not even Ailendamus, and I hear it is beautiful. 


  Calanfer…the Eternal Throne. People tell stories. How wondrous are they? Risel?” 


  He asked it as a half-question, turning to Risel. The [Lady] smiled. 


  “Just like the tales they tell, Lantal. We will have you see them.” 


  He sighed. 


  “Someday. We’ll find the coin to travel.” 


  Culin and Sasi inhaled, delighted and disbelieving. Seraphel looked at Lord Lantal, and bit her lip. 


  “It would be my honor to arrange a visit, Lord Lantal, Lady Risel. I think the [Lord] who safeguarded Calanfer’s [Princess] could expect no less than a royal welcome at least. It would be my pleasure…” 


  She turned to Cara. 


  “…If I can but manage it. I may not. Yet it would be a pleasant thing—to show Calanfer to someone else.” 


  Seraphel smiled and looked around. 


  “Yes. That is a funny thought.” 


  Everyone waited, unsure of what she meant. After a second, the 4th Princess blinked around, realized they had no idea what was in her head, and elaborated. 


  “It would be delightful to visit these places. I travel a lot, you see. But it would be far more delightful to visit them with someone I cared to share the experience with. I…had not realized that before.” 


  Lady Risel glanced at Seraphel, and her features softened. Seraphel hesitated, then nodded. 


  “I will leave you to rest, Lord and Lady Afiele. Thank you for the music, Miss Sullivan.” 


  She retired swiftly, and Cara followed her after a second. Risel exhaled slowly. 


  “What a sad [Princess].” 


  Lord Lantal looked up blankly; he was chewing down food so fast he barely tasted it. He stopped, glanced up at Risel, and followed her gaze. 


  “Yes. Perhaps we could join her when she visits the capital. Or Ovela.” 


  “I hope so, Lantal.” 


  That was all they said, because Culin wanted to show Lantal how he could juggle…two…stones, and Sasi was offering him a wetted handkerchief to wash his face. As for Cara, she bade farewell to Seraphel and went to rest. For a little bit. 


  The 4th Princess did neither. She had energy—of a sort. So she retired to her private rooms, and very, very quietly, so as not to disturb anyone, she sang under her breath. Sang—and hoped to level. Because it was enjoyable, for once. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara was still tired that evening. She woke up after talking with Culin and Sasi and it was suddenly evening, and she felt like lying abed until nightfall, but she forced herself to rise. 


  It wasn’t even that tiring, enduring this siege, singing now and then. 


  The real tired people were on the walls. Idelt was standing at the gates. Violetta had helped ferry arrows to the [Archers]. Cara knew that the people not fighting just walked into the houses or sleeping areas and collapsed. 


  It was hard to sleep in a siege unless you were that tired. Cara found just such a crowd at lunch. She took her small bowl of millet mixed with a watered-down broth and sat by herself. She looked around and exclaimed before she caught herself. 


  “Violetta?” 


  The [Cellist] raised her head from the table. Her eyes were sunken and she looked like she’d been sleeping while trying to eat. 


  “Cara?” 


  Violetta’s face was hostile at first, suspicious. Wounded. But then it crumpled; she was too tired to even be angry. 


  “Are you okay?” 


  “I’ve been on the walls.” 


  That was answer enough. Cara hesitated, and then brought the bowl and wooden spoon over. 


  “Are you hungry? I’ve just been helping with laundry.” 


  Cara’s arms and back felt strained from working for the last three hours hanging and taking down laundry, but that had to be nothing to Violetta. She had taken a shift on the walls with a spear. Cara gave her an admiring look. 


  “I saw you on the walls this morning. You were fighting undead.” 


  “It’s not much. I’m a Level 4 [Warrior] now. I might become a [Spearmistress], who knows? I wanted to be a [Cellist], but here we are.” 


  Violetta joked. Cara tried to smile in reply. 


  “You’re braver than I am. I can’t even use a weapon. They gave me a spare hatchet—I’d just kill myself if a zombie came at me.” 


  “Huh. Most Noelictus children have to kill at least…rabbits or squirrels.” 


  Anything else was odd to Violetta. Rather like a farm girl meeting a city slicker who’d never seen a chicken being killed. Cara shook her head. 


  “I guess you’re just tougher than I am. But you’re fighting. When in the house…” 


  The young woman shook her head. 


  “That was different. We have to fight. This is our home. Father’s at the gates. I—I should eat before I get there. In case the gates break or…” 


  She trailed off. Her gaze was blank. She was doing that thing where she literally passed out for a moment or two before jerking awake. And if Violetta was this bad… 


  Morale was flagging. The defenders were exhausted, hence the Ghoul getting up. Cara was worried. She took her spoon. 


  “Here. Have a bite.” 


  “I can eat!” 


  Violetta protested, but she actually did let Cara feed her a bite or two. She was that tired. She looked at Cara, her face bleak. 


  “I’m so tired, Cara. I feel like I don’t get enough sleep—and I slept for ten hours!” 


  “You were working nearly nonstop for twelve. Maybe you need more sleep?” 


  The [Cellist] shook her head weakly. 


  “I can’t. And you shouldn’t feed me your share, Cara. Duchess Grishen says that soon everyone will have to fight on the walls because the others are so tired—even the elderly. Even…” 


  Her voice trailed off. Cara looked at her, wishing there was something she could do. Stamina potions existed. But Afiele’s people had burnt through most of them in the first two days. 


  But maybe there was. Cara suddenly recalled something. 


  Her latest Skill. She hadn’t used it until now because no one had wanted to hear anything Cara sang. And this surely wasn’t a time for singing. The keep had a well and no one needed fire. But—the Skill was 


  [Song of Rejuvenation]. 


  That seemed useful. Cara’s eyes flickered. Was it just as simple as…? 


  “Violetta. I’m—I’m sorry it’s turned out like this. Believe me. I never meant to…” 


  Violetta’s face froze over. Then she relaxed. She regarded Cara sadly. 


  “Lord Lantal says you didn’t mean to. You didn’t know. It’s the [Necromancer]’s fault.” 


  That was true. But it was also true that Cara felt responsible. Since two things could be true at once, she just ducked her head. 


  “I’m still sorry. I wish we could have kept singing together. You have a lovely voice, you know.” 


  “Thanks. It was fun. I wish…I wish we could have done more songs too. It was the happiest moment of my life.” 


  Violetta blushed. Cara felt a pang. She looked around. People were eating quietly. The silence of Noelictus. She shook her head. 


  Well, they already hate me. Cara said nothing more. But she concentrated. 


  And cast a spell. 


  The first keys of the piano’s music made Violetta glance at Cara suspiciously. The young woman was just sitting there, her back to the table. She focused on her friend, the young woman to whom Afiele had been her only home. 


  It had been a short week. But Cara felt like she knew Violetta as well as many of her friends. 


  “Cara. What are you doing?” 


  “Just singing a song, Violetta. For a friend. Rest. And I’ll sing for you. It’s the only thing I can do.” 


  Some of the helplessness, the longing to do something for all these brave people about her—Cara must have accidentally shown that. Because Violetta hesitated and sat back. She closed her eyes. 


  Cara ignored the others who heard the piano’s music and turned to look. Among them was a [Princess] 


  who had come as soon as she’d suspected a song. 


  She sang for her friend. Softly at first, a song from her home that was quite popular. She had listened to it many times, but it had never fit more than now. 


  You Raise Me Up by Josh Groban. 


  Violetta’s head rose slightly. She looked at Cara, then closed her eyes. The [Singer] closed her eyes too. 


  And she thought of home for the first time since leaving the crypts. 


  Not the cities which she worked in and loved and hated. But where she longed to be. Somewhere without people. A place like Afiele in Ireland. A place to rest. 


  The sun. Cara thought of the sun, a fresh breeze blowing in her hair, cooling her. She sang on, dreaming of home. 


  She didn’t notice her voice picking up to match the louder music, now the only sound in the silence. 


  Everyone had stopped to listen. But for more than just the music. 


  Culin took his thumb out of his mouth, and Sasi blinked. Seraphel closed her eyes as well and felt it. 


  A breeze on her skin. The smell of soil, grass—slightly unfamiliar. A land she had never visited before. 


  No one in that room knew the smells carried on the wind so subtly different from Afiele. But they felt a breath of fresh air move through the room. And for a moment, the room felt brighter as if the sun had broken through Noelictus’ sky. 


  Violetta stirred. She sat up, as some of the fatigue running through her, weighing her down, was carried away by that breeze. She looked at Cara, eyes wide. 


  The [Singer] noticed none of that. She just sang the song, as people clustered around the mess hall. 


  Wherever her voice reached, they had felt it. 


  A moment of sunshine. A breeze that lifted the spirits and carried away their exhaustion. 


  The weary Duchess Grishen, trudging back up the hill and snapping at her retainer’s attempts to carry her, heard. She blinked, and her eyes widened as she felt the effects of the [Song of Rejuvenation] on her. She picked up her pace. 


  “That fool!” 


  Cara had finished the song that came from Ireland and was smiling at Violetta. The room was murmuring. 


  “What a beautiful song. I feel refreshed. Was that your doing, Miss Cara?” 


  Risel looked around. She had heard from her room; the entire small keep had. The others were murmuring, smiling. Refreshed from both the Skill and the memory Cara had called. 


  “What? Oh—yes. I’m sorry if I interrupted anyone.” 


  Cara was embarrassed; she hadn’t meant to cause a huge scene this time. It had just been for Violetta. 


  But the song…she saw Sasi and Culin staring at her longingly. 


  “The sun.” 


  Seraphel sighed. But her attention was on Cara. 


  “I had no notion you had a Skill like that for a song, Miss Cara. I was under the impression you were low-level.” 


  The [Singer] shrugged. 


  “I was. But I leveled up recently and—” 


  “You.” 


  A withered, but iron, hand grabbed her. Cara jumped and saw an old lady, panting as she pulled Cara around. Duchess Grishen stared at Cara, eyes wide with fury. 


  “You have a Skill?” 


  “I—I—yes. It’s called [Song of Rejuvenation] and—” 


  The [Duchess] cursed. She grabbed Cara; she was insanely strong. Too strong for a woman her age and build! Stronger than most men! Cara instinctively fought. 


  “What? What? I’m sorry, but—” 


  “You idiot! If you had a Skill like that—come with me! Now!” 


  “Duchess, Miss Cara’s song was refreshing, not an affront—” 


  Seraphel began, but the Duchess ignored her. She dragged Cara towards the doors. 


  “What? Go where?” 


  The old woman whirled. She looked at Cara. And it wasn’t rage Cara saw. It was desperation. The Duchess practically threw Cara towards the keep’s doors. 


  “You have a Skill that can change this battle. Sing, you idiot! Sing!” 


  Cara looked at her. But it was just a—she turned at the same time as the Duchess. A sound ran across the embattled town, as unique as Cara’s song had been in the monotony of sound. 


  Crack. Then an explosion of wood. A Draugr punched through the front gates as the reinforced wood gave out under the battering at last. The defenders surged forwards, screaming for the barricades to be pushed to cover the breach. 


  Cara saw a huge [Blacksmith] with a hammer confronting the Draug. She ran as Violetta cried out. 


  


  —— 


  


  Idelt saw the Draug break through the wood. The huge undead man punched through the wooden wall with his bare hands. He had torn away the flesh on his fists, exposing sinew and bone. But the Draug’s body was reinforced. And he had always been… 


  “Girel. Is that you?” 


  The monster didn’t respond. But only one man had ever been that huge in Qet. Girel, the giant fellow with a drop of Giant’s blood in his ancestry. Near seven feet tall; just a drop of the blood, but wide. With 


  [Lesser Toughness]; the ability to shrug off sparks from his skin. 


  Now—dead. Idelt’s blood chilled. He was exhausted. He had taken up spear-duties with his daughter on the walls this morning; being stationed here was meant for rest. His arm felt far more tired than when he swung a hammer for longer. The [Warriors] said that was the battle-excitement wearing off. 


  There were two dozen men and women at the gates. All reserves. Ser Dalimont with his broken arm in a cast and a sword in his other hand. Two fighters who’d broken bones in their legs falling off the walls. 


  One of Grishen’s wounded retainers. 


  Townsfolk, some who had never fought in a battle before. Idelt saw the monster that had been Girel fight through the broken wood. Other undead tried to follow it. The gates were only broken in one place. 


  They could stop it. But the undead were surging across the walls. Someone—the [Necromancer] had noticed the breach and was sending them forwards. Lord Lantal screamed from his point on the walls. 


  “Hold the line! Hold them back!” 


  The [Lord of the Fields] was fighting towards them. But too slow. Idelt saw the Draug charge forwards. 


  “Hold! With me! Take its legs down! [Blade of Gl—” 


  The monster swung an arm, and Ser Dalimont slashed desperately. The impact knocked the gilded 


  [Knight] across the street like a rag doll. Idelt raised his hammer. 


  “Girel! For the love of Afiele! Stop!” 


  He brought the hammer down with all of his strength. [Enhanced Strength] was his Skill. The blow had all of his strength and weight behind it. He saw Girel turn—the hammer swung at his head— 


  And the Draug blocked the blow. Idelt felt the tremendous impact; he saw Girel’s arm jerk and the arm and bones snap with the force. The Draug staggered back, arm broken. But it didn’t care. 


  The collision had torn the hammer from Idelt’s grip. He stared at his hand in shock; he was wearing his gloves and he never lost control of his hammer. But—his trembling fingers. He looked up, and the Draug raised its arms, roaring with spit and decayed breath. Idelt raise his arms— 


  The impact sent him to the ground. Girel had only used one arm as the other was broken, but the Draug was stronger than the man had been in life. Idelt’s mouth ran with blood; his head rang. 


  His hammer. Where was…? The [Blacksmith] felt around for it. Then he felt a huge hand seize him and drag him up. The world refocused and he saw two burning yellow eyes, glowing even in rot. 


  Girel. The Draug was squeezing. Squeezing Idelt’s neck. The [Smith] felt something popping. He heard a scream of his tendons and flesh. He battered Girel weakly, but he was too—too— 


  The world turned black. Across the town, Afiele’s defenders were being overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught. They fell back, arms shaking with the effort of fighting. Lord Lantal was gasping for air, fumbling for a stamina potion he didn’t have. He ran along the walls towards the Draug, who was lifting Idelt into the air by his neck. 


  Lantal saw a figure on the roofs, separate from the [Archers] desperately loosing arrows. He turned his head, despite the dire situation, fearing it was a Ghoul. But no. It was a young woman. She was standing there. And—for a second their eyes met. 


  Cara took a deep breath as the battle raged around her. It was just a song. But this world had given her a Skill. So she sang. Hoping, praying, it made a difference. Not a happy song. A song fit for this moment. 


  Rise Up, by Imagine Dragons. 


  The bass played with her. Cara raised her voice, desperately. She saw a struggling figure below. Idelt. 


  The lyrics caught in her chest. But she forced herself to sing. That was her class. She couldn’t fight. But— 


  Below her—she saw the Draug sense the sound and turn. Idelt slipped from its grip. The Draug moved towards the offending sound. Cara’s heart pounded. She saw the giant undead stride forwards. 


  And. 


  Stop. 


  


  —— 


  


  Idelt heard her voice on the edge of his consciousness. But he felt the song taking away his exhaustion. 


  Giving his arm strength. 


  He tore Girel back. The Draug whirled and brought up its good arm to crush Idelt’s skull. The [Smith] 


  rolled. He got to his feet, lurching with the effort. But adrenaline ran through his veins. His neck felt half-torn off. 


  But he was alive. The [Smith] couldn’t find his hammer. So he raised his fists. He saw Girel—the Draug—


  swing at a pair of terrified men with spears and send one flying. 


  “Girel!” 


  Idelt roared. The Draug seemed to hear him. It swung around. Idelt charged into the bigger man and swung a fist. 


  Girel’s head snapped backwards. The Draug lurched backwards a few feet and opened its mouth. It bit at Idelt with its gaping, distended jaw. Idelt held the face back with both hands—took a blow that sent him spinning. 


  But the song. He rose, nose bleeding into his beard. He charged the Draug, and he and Girel collided. 


  Idelt swung his fists as if they were his hammer and the undead a piece of metal on the anvil. 


  One, two, three—he felt the man’s bones breaking with each punch. But the Draug didn’t care. It had taken Girel, that gentle man, and turned him into this. The Draug raised a hand and hammered down on Idelt’s shoulder. 


  The [Smith] screamed. He didn’t see Lantal landing, Ser Dalimont getting to his feet and fighting the undead coming through the gates. They were trying to help him, but no one could hit the Draug with Idelt so close. The Draug punched again, trying to grab Idelt’s head. 


  The man hit Girel across the neck and snapped it. He saw Girel’s head snap back and break there. The head lolled to the left and right. Still, it came on. Idelt set himself. He swung with all the fury in his soul. 


  A monster had taken his wife. Never his daughter. Not his land. Not him. 


  The man and the Draug surged at each other. The undead swung its broken arm. Idelt blocked. He kicked the Draug, and the undead stumbled back. The huge body moved with the impact. It charged at him. Idelt swung his right hand again with a roar. He had stopped feeling the pain. His energy was back. 


  He was just— 


  Angry. This time the punch carried the corpse off its feet. It tried to get back up, awkwardly. A bone stuck out of its neck. It felt nothing, but it had enough intelligence to do more than attack. It raised an arm, seeing the [Smith] charging. 


  This time the impact actually lifted the body off the ground an inch. The Draug stopped, stunned again. 


  A second fist like a hammer carried it up. A punch hit it into the wall of a house. 


  The Humans stared at the Draug. And the man. He hit the Draug in the chest, in the face, into the wall until the masonry cracked. Until the thing stopped moving, mocking his friend. 


  “Idelt! Idelt, it’s dead man!” 


  The pounding thunder in Idelt’s head faded enough for him to hear at last. The world was quiet. He looked around—and only then felt the pain in his fists. He raised one hand, wondering if he’d fractured the very bones. 


  Then he saw the Draug. Girel—the giant of a man twisted in death—had been put to rest. Nothing would rise from the battered flesh and bone lying…in a broken wall? 


  Lord Lantal and Ser Dalimont were standing behind him. Idelt turned, shaking with exhaustion. He looked at the two men. Both seasoned warriors were staring at him. 


  So were all those not fighting for their lives. The song had brought life to Afiele’s defenders. From his perch, Rethis’ bow sent arrows flying across the walls, striking down undead. The Thronebearers fought, armor shining. Worthy of the song the [Singer] had sung. 


  Yet every eye was on Idelt. The man who had brought down a Draug with his bare fists. 


  “Dead gods. I’ve not seen such strength since the Dame of the Hills last dueled in Calanfer. A Draug.” 


  Ser Dalimont whispered. Idelt stumbled. 


  “I—are the gates clear, Lord Lantal?” 


  “Yes. Rest, Idelt. But for you—” 


  The [Lord] trailed off. He saw the [Blacksmith] sag. Lantal glanced at Dalimont. 


  “Get him to the keep. I need to find—” 


  The [Singer]. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara stood on the rooftops, panting. She had seen the battle. And like a fool—she had sung through it. 


  Hoping her song gave Idelt the strength to beat the Draug. 


  She felt wrong. She also felt drained. But the walls had thrown off the assault. The gates were patched; a temporary barricade had been thrown over the gap. The Draug was dead. 


  “Miss Cara.” 


  She spun and nearly fell. Lantal reached for her, but Cara caught herself. The [Lord] saw her face was pale. 


  “L—Lord Lantal.” 


  “Miss Cara, we are in your debt. But for your song, the undead might have taken the walls then and there.” 


  “I—I did that?” 


  Her face was white. Lord Lantal stopped and looked at Cara. Had the song taken that much out of her? 


  Well, she had resurrected the flagging energy of everyone fighting here. He hesitated—but the undead hadn’t stopped. That Draug was one among many. 


  “Miss Cara. If you can sing—please, sing another song. Sing as long as you can. Your Skill may be the only thing that keeps us strong enough to fight! A [Singer] of your level—” 


  “My…level? No. No—that was just a song. It shouldn’t have…done that?” 


  Cara looked around. Disbelievingly. Lantal knew the feeling. It was like when he had used his Skill to grow a field of wheat that would normally take weeks in seconds. He reached out, touched her shoulder. 


  “Miss Cara. We need you. You can turn the tide of this siege. You saved Idelt’s life.” 


  “No. He saved himself. I just—” 


  The [Lord] shook his head. He had seen Idelt in the grip of that Draug. 


  “You saved him. You can save us all. We need heroes. Miss Cara—” 


  She looked at him. And her pale face drained further of color, if that were even possible. She took a few steps back, shaking her head. 


  “No—no! That’s not possible. That’s not right. I’m not a hero. Those don’t exist. You can’t just change—


  no.” 


  The [Lord] didn’t understand what was making her so upset. He hesitated. 


  “Cara. We need your strength. All you need do is sing—” 


  “That’s not the point! It shouldn’t work like that!” 


  She screamed at him. Lantal froze as he saw Cara’s wide eyes, the—fear?—on her face. 


  “What? Skills?” 


  “Yes!” 


  She grabbed at her own throat, as if to tear it out and see what was wrong. Lantal just stared at her. 


  “But your Skill restores our stamina. It doesn’t—call fire from the heavens. If it could—” 


  He tried to smile. Cara visibly collected herself, trying to explain in a strained voice. 


  “People can’t—shouldn’t—have that power. It’s not right.” 


  Lantal heard shouting from the walls. He had to return. But he was unprepared for Cara’s…weakness. 


  She stood there, terrified of something he didn’t understand. Something that was as natural to him as breathing. It took him a minute to even figure out what she meant. 


  “You mean levels? Classes? But those are part of the world, Cara. They make legends out of mortal men and women. If we had but one Archmage of Wistram, they could pull down a firestorm against the undead. Or a [Hunter] of Noelictus could slay thousands of undead by—” 


  “No, no, no! Stop it!” 


  Cara tried to cover her ears. She focused on Lantal. 


  “No! It can’t be! No heroes! Not me. I’m just an [Actor]! Not even that! I’m an actor. I can’t be—” 


  She looked around, desperately. Lost. 


  “A song changes nothing. It’s just a song. Where I come from…I can’t be a hero.” 


  Lantal looked around incredulously. The walls were threatened by the dead. What troubled her so? 


  “Miss Cara. What do you mean?” 


  “I—” 


  She stared at him and shook her head. Cara moved backwards, almost slipping on the roof. Trying to escape. 


  “I can’t be that person. I know myself. I’m not that brave. I’m just pretending. Pull me off the stage and I’ll collapse.” 


  “Then pretend to be—” 


  “No.” 


  She took a shuddering breath, tried to explain again. 


  “It’s not right. Where I come from—there are lots of songs. Lots of stories. About war. About suffering. 


  Lots of attractive, famous people who condemn it. Even world leaders. With pretty words that do nothing. A song has never changed anything. Never. Anything. People don’t become heroes. People can do great things. But ‘hero’ is just a word. We can’t do more than any other person can.” 


  “You believe that?” 


  Lantal looked at her so strangely. Cara shook her head. She backed up again and realized she was coming to the edge of the house’s roof. 


  “I don’t want this power. I don’t deserve it. No one does. It was fun. But it’s too much. I don’t want this. 


  I don’t want to be a—” 


  Hero? The word seemed to bother her as much as [Princess]. Lantal stepped forwards, cautiously reaching for her arm. 


  “What’s wrong with that, Cara?” 


  Her lips moved soundlessly. 


  “It’s wrong to believe in someone like that. There was never anyone like that for me. If one person can change this damned world for the better—why is it the way it is now? Why is it so wretched and poor?” 


  She looked at him, in the middle of some crisis he didn’t understand. Lantal opened and closed his mouth. 


  “I don’t know, Miss Cara. Truly. I don’t know what you speak of. All I know is that here and now, we need your voice.” 


  “But I’m just an actor I don’t—” 


  “You have the power no one else has! This is your responsibility!” 


  He shouted at her. She jumped, and he saw some of the color come back into her face. The panic began to fade. Lantal took a breath. He regarded her. 


  “Maybe it cannot end this battle. Perhaps not even the greatest of [Singers] could do that. But a song is not worthless. Or we would never bother singing them. You made Sasi and Culin laugh and smile. I am their father and I couldn’t do that. We need you to sing, Miss Cara. Sing for us, please.” 


  She looked at him. And came back to her senses. Cara gazed around besieged Afiele and saw the fighting. Her objections about the way this world worked—her reservations—all of it was secondary. She nodded. 


  “I’m—sorry.” 


  He nodded. But the defense of the walls was too pressing. He reached out, tugged her back from the edge of the roof in case she tripped. 


  “Sing as long as you can.” 


  He left her there. Cara looked around. It was still wrong. But they needed her. So she sang. 


  She sang there, standing on the rooftops as day turned to dusk. Until her voice failed her and she collapsed. But Violetta and Idelt were there to help her down. 


  [Singer Level 18!] 


  [Skill – Carrying Voice obtained!] 
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  That night, Cara lay so exhausted that she had to be given a stamina potion and mana potion each. The singing had boosted morale and energy across the wall—at cost to her. 


  But the mental toll was greater. Cara had sung at Lantal’s request and even leveled for it. 


  “Level 18? You’ve jumped in levels so fast—” 


  Violetta exclaimed as Cara whispered her replies. Lady Risel nodded. 


  “Leveling under pressure or during sieges is common. It’s called ‘counter-leveling’. Your father, Miss Violetta, is another product of that. Or would you disagree, Mister Idelt? Our hero of the day.” 


  The [Blacksmith] blushed and ducked his head. 


  “You’re too kind, milady.” 


  His hands were bandaged; he’d broken bones fighting the Draug. But he had leveled up to a Level 8 


  [Brawler] after passing out for a while. It was apparently beyond quick by any standards outside of war. 


  At least that was like Earth. Everything moved faster in war. Cara’s thoughts were foggy. Despite the potions, including a healing potion for her throat, she was running a fever. 


  “Something is wrong. I cannot believe it is a sickness.” 


  “I think it’s the stress. Or perhaps mana fever? Let Miss Cara rest. We may need her voice tomorrow.” 


  “But—” 


  Violetta hesitated as her father touched her arm. No one said it. But they needed Cara. Her songs could change the tide of the battle. With her singing—no one grew tired. 


  It was wrong. Cara struggled with the idea as Violetta applied another towel and left her alone. Risel gathered Sasi and Culin, who had come as well. 


  “Thank you for singing, Miss Cara.” 


  The girl whispered to the young woman. That hurt. Cara flinched. Sasi waved, and Culin put something on her chest. It was a flower. He’d plucked it—with a hint of purple—from around the keep. 


  They left her. Cara lay there, feeling her fever worsen. Which was…bad. If she got it, she couldn’t sing tomorrow. 


  Good. 


  She didn’t hear anything as the light faded. The smell, the siege continued. Cara lay there. 


  Wrong, all wrong. No heroes. No rulers. A song shouldn’t change anything. She was an actor on a stage, not a hero in a story. She was miscast. All flaws, no redeeming qualities. She couldn’t even pretend to be that kind of person. 


  Her head spun. Cara wanted to puke. The fever was getting worse. Any more and it would put her out for good. They might all die. Was that worth…? 


  Someone opened the door. Cara heard the sound, but her head spun too much to let her see who it was. She saw a flash of light as a lantern was lit. She didn’t make a sound as the light came closer. 


  “Well, I had to see it for myself. Pathetic.” 


  Someone murmured. An old, female voice. Duchess Gr— 


  An old hand slapped Cara on the face with an open-palm. Cara jerked. 


  “Ah!” 


  That hurt! She started, rolling over to scowl at Grishen. The old [Lady] looked down at her imperiously. 


  “Look at you. Too afraid to be anything more than a coward. It’s no wonder you hate authority so, girl. 


  Anyone with proper backbone can see you can’t face any kind of responsibility.” 


  “W—what the hell?” 


  Cara croaked. Her throat stung horribly despite the potion. And her head hurt. Grishen sat down on a chair next to Cara’s bed. 


  “I heard you’d taken sick after singing all day. I don’t believe it. A Skill doesn’t work that way. And if you burned through all your mana with that illusion spell I’ll eat my mace. Stop faking your illness. We need you to help us slaughter undead tomorrow and that is what you’ll do.” 


  “I can’t.” 


  The young woman whispered. And that was the truth. She felt it. She didn’t want to sing. She didn’t want to be— 


  “To be what, useful? Productive? As valiant as Idelt, who beat a Draug to death with his bare hands?” 


  She didn’t realize she’d said that last out loud. Grishen snapped at Cara. She looked at the young woman, and sat back for a moment. The lantern’s light played across the [Duchess]’ face. 


  “I’m not accustomed to entertaining nonsense. But I must admit—you fascinate me. Even Princess Seraphel finds you interesting. She was asking about you, but she couldn’t be allowed in here if you were actually sick. Which I still doubt. Why do you fear heroism so much, Miss Cara?” 


  “I don’t…” 


  Cara hesitated. Another lie Seraphel would have seen through. And Grishen didn’t need a Skill or magic to do the same. 


  “You’re afraid of the very power you have. It’s a song, girl. It doesn’t create food or bring the dead to life. It’s just a song. What’s so hard about singing it?” 


  Her voice was kinder for a moment. Cara looked at her, flushed, helpless. She felt like a girl again. 


  “I…that’s the point. I don’t want it to be that easy. A song? A song? If I could—make people healthier just by singing—that’s not fair.” 


  She waited for the old woman to slap her, but all she saw amid the flickering shadows was a grin of white teeth. Duchess Grishen replied slowly. 


  “Unfair? Unfair is fighting an army of the dead who feel no pain and claim each one of your friends. We need every Skill and level the world gives us, girl. You were blessed with a power that we need. Not everyone is so fortunate. Many live their lives out without being much of anything. Why is being exceptional so problematic?” 


  “Because…I don’t want it. I don’t want people to have that kind of power. To make an army of the undead. For one person to change everything.” 


  “Like a [King].” 


  The old woman’s eyes glinted. Cara hesitated and said nothing. Grishen sighed. 


  “This is the heart of the matter, isn’t it? Out with it. What happened?” 


  She waited. Cara shut her lips. But the words forced themselves out. 


  “Nothing.” 


  “Nothing?” 


  The [Duchess]’ incredulous face made the young [Actress] laugh. She looked at Grishen. 


  “Exactly. Nothing. I’ve never had a champion. No one has ever helped me do anything. My parents are…decent people. They did what they could. I’ve had great friends. Mentors. The woman who taught me how to shine on stage was the best person I knew. And they were only people. They can’t move mountains. They can’t perform miracles. Not even if you beg.” 


  “And did you beg your lord of the land? No…someone else?” 


  Cara turned her head away. It was a silly thing. Oh, very silly. She went still as she remembered. 


  “I asked. I was just a girl who…bad things happened to. I wanted someone to save me. To help me. And no one did. It’s not a special story in my world. There are no miracles.” 


  Grishen was silent. She eyed Cara up and down and then slowly rose. 


  “Well, if you feel that way, doubtless there never will be, girl. But the fact remains. You might not like it, but you have the ability to change how tomorrow fares. Put plainly—we could die but for your objection to being the person who was needed. The person you never got.” 


  Cara jerked as if Grishen had hit her again. She shouted after the old woman. 


  “Is that it? You came here to tell me to sing or we all die?” 


  Grishen turned back, looking oddly at Cara. She walked slowly over to the bed again. 


  “I would have thought you’d appreciate that among everyone. Miss Violetta has been telling tales. You kept her from breaking down when the undead beset her home. You made those two children laugh, and for that their parents love you. You told me you wandered through the Tomb of Afiele for days and nights, alone, dying of thirst and hunger. And you never gave up.” 


  She stood there as Cara said nothing. The Duchess looked down her nose at Cara. 


  “It pains me to say it to a rude girl like you. But Afiele was made of your sort. So was my duchy. The resilience to never give up. To persevere, in your own way. So what if it was by song and performance? I thought you had spirit. If you despair over the unfairness of the world—you are not alone. But grow up and overcome it.” 


  Cara felt the flush of fever fading from her head as if the words were a cold bucket. She believed them. 


  She was just—afraid. 


  Afraid of letting people down. Of not being strong enough. Of turning a blind eye or giving up. All the things that had happened to her from her…heroes. 


  “Let me tell you something, Cara. I have seen my share of monsters. This siege is not the worst I have lived through. This [Necromancer] is a brat playing with toys. I saw the Necromancer, Az’kerash, slaughter entire armies. Turn cities to morgues overnight. I have lived through a Goblin King’s war upon the world and saw his death. And it was nothing compared to the woman who founded my house.” 


  Grishen stood there. She looked past Cara, at something else. 


  “I am Duchess Grishen of House Ladel. The woman who founded my line has a hundred times the grit and determination that I did. She was a [Paladin]. A farmer’s daughter, if that makes you feel better. No royal blood for me. And every [King] was a commoner, once.” 


  Ladel. Cara’s head rose slowly. Grishen went on, oblivious. 


  “Arteis was her name. By valor she won her noble title. She fought against the Goblin King of her age—


  slew a damned Goblin Lord. There are stories about her battling Dragons, even travelling to Rhir to stem the blighted land’s corruption herself. She was the first of House Ladel. May I be nothing less. And may you find a bit of courage to follow her.” 


  She turned and left before Cara could make her mouth work. Cara felt her heart beating. The too-warm covers. But she also remembered the tomb. 


  The words on the grave. Cara put her head in her hands. What—what was she doing? Why was she giving up now? She felt the heat in her body fading. Her headache subsiding. 


  As if by magic. 


  Arteis Ladel. Her legacy had lived on. Grishen couldn’t have known how much that meant to Cara. Her ancestor had lost everything and walked through it. 


  “I…” 


  Cara coughed. Then she pushed the blankets off her. Her—fever had broken? How? She felt at her face. 


  No longer flushed. Her headache was gone. She wasn’t ill. What had happened? What had— 


  “Oh.” 


  [One True Falsehood]. Cara blinked and felt at herself. It had to be that. Had she—? Yes. 


  She was ashamed. And thirsty. Cara stood up. She had to get a drink of water. And sing. Sing—Grishen was right about that. Just—Cara would never be heroic. But she could pretend to be, even if it was just a thousandth of the courage Idelt and Violetta had. 


  


  —— 


  


  It was dark. The keep was silent. Outside, the sounds of combat went on. But at least inside…Cara found the interior well, drew a bucket, and drank greedily. Her thirst quenched, she sighed. 


  “Level 18. Didn’t Dalius say each ten levels was special?” 


  Maybe she’d reach Level 20 by the time the siege ended. Cara couldn’t imagine what Skill would be better than the [Song of Rejuvenation]. But she’d try. She’d try and believe in miracles. Rescue—that wasn’t hard to believe. An army for a [Princess]… 


  Cara felt something run through the ground. 


  Thump. 


  It was like a jolt throughout her body. Her heart leapt with the tremor. Cara froze. What on earth was that? 


  Thump. 


  A…sound. No, an impact. But—Cara felt the hairs on her body rising. She felt it, instinctively. 


  Something was coming. The sound was familiar. Cara ran up the steps. She heard the horns began to blow, the drums sounding a full alarm from the walls. From every direction. 


  “Cara?” 


  Lord Lantal was putting on his armor over his nightclothes. He looked at her; the keep was a roar of sound. He said something—Cara saw Risel pulling her frightened children back. Duchess Grishen met Cara’s eyes. Princess Seraphel stood on the stairs, shielded by two Thronebearers. But Cara heard none of it. 


  Thump. 


  It came from beyond Afiele’s walls. At first, Cara didn’t see it. The people on the walls were loosing arrows—she saw flaming pinpoints of light searing across the night sky. Striking something, falling. 


  Something vast. It towered over the walls. So large that it seemed at the same height as those on the hill. Cara’s eyes strained to make it out. 


  Then someone threw a bolt of lightning. And in the moment of illumination provided by the spell, she saw. 


  It was a giant. A humanoid giant, lumbering at the walls. A copy of the one in the tomb, only made of rotten flesh. 


  Cara’s ears rang. She stumbled and someone caught her. 


  Lord Lantal. His mouth moved silently as he beheld the colossus. 


  “Zombie Giant.” 


  “I thought—the [Necromancer] couldn’t make them.” 


  Someone breathed. Duchess Grishen stared at the distant form. 


  “Apparently he can. Well then. Afiele…is lost.” 


  She said it so calmly that Cara didn’t register it at first. Lantal turned to Grishen. 


  “Grishen! There’s a chance—” 


  “No, there isn’t. That thing will break our walls. We have to slow it. And try to flee.” 


  She looked at him. The [Lord]’s mouth worked soundlessly. Grishen turned. 


  “Evacuate the wall ahead of it! Prepare to fight in the streets and slow the undead’s advance! We have to break through the opposite side!” 


  Everyone stared at her. Break through the undead? But Grishen was shouting, and people moved, mechanically obeying her command. 


  “We can bring it down. We have to. If we take the legs—” 


  Lantal’s muttering brought Cara to life. She looked at him. 


  “Kill that?” 


  But then she remembered. Ser Dalius had brought down the one made of mice bones. Lantal turned desperately to her. 


  “We have to fight as long as possible. Axes—bring it down like a tree. But we need time. It’s—” 


  Thump. With each step the giant was closing on the walls. It moved so slowly—but each step carried it so far. Cara saw Lantal running, shouting his own orders. 


  And there she was. The [Singer] looked back towards the darkness. The eyes of the undead glowed in the night. A sea of burning, flickering lights. Somewhere, beyond them, was a single man, who had led this army on Afiele. 


  Cara believed in miracles, then. Or at least their opposite. She was lost among the moving, screaming voices. It sounded like silence to her. The giant took another step. 


  Thump. 


  


  —— 


  


  Lord Lantal Afiele remembered the old stories. The Tomb of Afiele had been sealed thousands of years ago. For what reason even his family’s stories didn’t say, only that the dead and living should not mingle. 


  But they had passed down knowledge from his father to him. That in the most dire of times, he might break the seal himself and call on Afiele for aid. 


  That day had never come. Instead, the Tomb of Afiele had brought death upon the land it had been meant to protect. 


  He stood in the streets, watching the giant made of flesh approaching. It was crudely made. But it had to be at least forty feet tall. It could step over the walls. Or break them, easily. 


  “Remember the plan. Axes. Take down one leg and we can slow it. Even kill it if we reach the head.” 


  Zombies died when you destroyed their head. Lantal prayed this one operated on the same logic. He saw the teams of fighters, armed with wood cutting axes and the heaviest weapons they had, nodding. 


  Idelt stood with Meltain and the Thronebearers—a quarter of them. The rest had gone with Princess Seraphel and Duchess Grishen. They were planning to cut their way north, towards her lands. 


  It might be necessary even if they felled the giant. But—Lantal shuddered at the thought of fighting, fleeing the undead even with wagons or horses. It would be a slaughter. 


  They had to stop it. He tightened his grip on his enchanted longsword, which would be as useful as an axe. Lantal wished—he had had a moment to say something to Risel, or Culin and Sasi, who were with her. They would be safe. But he wished— 


  “It’s coming. Brace! Get off the walls!” 


  Meltain shouted, bringing Lantal back into the world. He saw a shape, as tall as the sky in the darkness. 


  A vast, misshapen face. 


  He should have killed that [Necromancer]. The [Lord] shouted. 


  “Flee the walls!” 


  The Humans ran. The undead, stirred into quicker motion by something—their master, hidden among the darkness—climbed higher. 


  The dead came over the walls as the light fled. The giant swung an arm, and the wooden wall cracked. 


  The Humans looked up and fled the crushing fists. No arrow or spell could kill it. 


  But the axes. Lantal waited. He saw the wall deform and shapes pour over the walls. He heard screams, the sounds of fighting from the side streets. Some of the undead came towards him. 


  “Shields and spears—hold them back. Axe teams. Wait. Wait.” 


  Lantal’s voice cracked with nerves. He felt another blow that shook his town. And it tore open the walls. 


  The undead poured down the street. But there—faster, faster! Lantal heard cries of fear as leaping Ghouls and undead poured at the narrow line of defenders. 


  “Walk, you damned thing!” 


  He screamed upwards. The Zombie Giant might have heard him because it took a single step. Over the first rows of houses. Into the street. It didn’t see the axe teams as they ran from cover. 


  “Now! Take the legs! Cut it down!” 


  Lord Lantal screamed. He charged into the street and saw a vision of Rhir’s hell. 


  The undead had overrun all semblance of defensive lines. Humans fought in the streets, by themselves or in knots, retreating as undead of all kinds fought forwards. Lantal saw a huge Crypt Lord lunging at a group of [Pikemen] who fled it and a squad of skeletons. 


  The [Lord] ignored them. He ignored a zombie weakly grabbing at him. He ran at the first leg, like a trunk of bone encased in flesh instead of bark and wood. If they could bring the giant down, they could create a second wall. Hold. They just had to— 


  “For Afiele!” 


  Lantal reached the leg first. He swung into the flesh, and was rewarded with a heavy impact. His enchanted sword cut deep. But the giant was vast. The leg was wider than Lantal was tall. He despaired as he wrenched his sword back. This was a fool’s errand. They were going to— 


  “Afiele! The Kingdom of Shade! Noelictus!” 


  Idelt reached his [Lord]. He swung the battleaxe with one hand and the huge, heavy edge meant for a man with just his strength bit deep. Men and women poured across the street, ignoring the lesser undead. Lantal raised his sword. Hacking again, nearly catching Meltain as he wrenched it loose. He carved into the flesh again, almost gagging at the sight. But it was working. 


  The team of warriors was hacking into the ankle as the Zombie Giant dragged its other foot forwards. 


  They had reached the bone! 


  “That’s right! Cut it down!” 


  The giant didn’t have the stability to hold on just one leg! It would fall! Lantal saw a Thronebearer scream as a Crypt Lord dragged him into the zombies. He turned. 


  “Now!” 


  “[Power Strike]!” 


  Meltain called out. He swung his long axe, and the blow snapped into the bone. Lantal saw the giant wobble as its torn flesh began to collapse. He saw cracks forming among the bone. 


  “Prepare to retreat! Get away from where it falls!” 


  The [Lord] shouted, raising his sword. He heard cries. Afiele, his name. And then—above it all— 


  Laughter. 


  The [Lord of the Fields] looked around. And then up. And at last, he saw the [Necromancer]. 


  He was standing on the Zombie Giant’s shoulder. That was why the thing had moved so slowly. It was protecting its rider. And now—the [Necromancer] was laughing. 


  “Oh, very well done, Lord of Afiele. Well done. But I’m afraid I cannot allow you to bring down my greatest creation. [Mend Flesh].” 


  He struck the giant with his staff. And before Lantal could shout for [Archers]. Could demand anything—


  the gaping wound in the zombie’s left leg…closed. 


  The putrid flesh rippled and grew and closed the wound. Just like that. Like…magic. Like a healing potion. 


  The Humans stared in shock at the sight for a moment. Then they saw something. 


  The foot rose. Higher and higher. Lantal turned. 


  “R—” 


  Thump. 


  Someone pushed Lantal out of the way. The [Lord] stumbled, falling, and then felt the earth-shattering impact that made his very bones vibrate. He looked back, but saw only the huge leg, feet from him. But he had seen. 


  “Meltain? Meltain?” 


  His friend was gone. As if he had never been. As the giant foot rose—Lantal looked away. He stared up and heard that mocking laughter again. 


  “Run.” 


  The [Lord] whispered. Then he screamed it. His people fled. Lantal ran. But the giant was following him. 


  “[Deathbolt]. Take the Lord of Afiele. He is your quarry! All of House Afiele dies!” 


  The [Necromancer] howled to his minions. Ghouls leapt from building to building, pursuing Lantal. The giant swung a hand low, sweeping across the street. Lantal leapt and climbed onto a roof. The house collapsed as the blow struck it, throwing Lantal clear. 


  He lay on the ground. Stunned, despairing. He heard horns to the north. 


  


  —— 


  


  “To the gates! With me!” 


  Duchess Grishen shouted. She had seen the ambush fail. She looked towards Princess Seraphel. The 


  [Princess] had been placed in the carriage she had arrived in by her Thronebearers. Now, they had formed up in tight formation around her. 


  The citizens of Afiele were in a vast crowd, ready to flee on foot or in wagons. The gates opened, and the first [Riders] plunged into the horde as those who had volunteered to hold the walls and provide covering fire loosed arrows downwards. Grishen, herself mounted, aimed her mace ahead. 


  “Fight clear of the city! Go! G—” 


  She felt the impacts before she saw the giant. It was—coming at them. The [Necromancer] was making it run, however slowly. 


  “You worthless sack of crap.” 


  The Duchess whispered. The [Necromancer] was laughing again. He was going to cut them off. Just—


  trample the people pressed against the gates. 


  “Move! Attack! Don’t stop! Get clear of the city and run!” 


  Grishen plunged into the horde ahead, swinging her mace. But the giant was coming. The 


  [Necromancer] ignored Lord Lantal screaming and trying to attack his creation’s legs. He was aiming at the carriage where Lady Seraphel was riding. 


  Lady Risel, Culin, and Sasi were riding with the [Princess], across from her as she sat with her two handmaidens. They stared at her, white-faced. 


  “Have courage. My Thronebearers will see us to safety or die trying.” 


  The [Princess] tried to smile at them. Her hands were trembling in her dress. Risel nodded and hugged her children tighter. They could feel her shaking. 


  “[Necromancer]!” 


  Lantal was trying to climb the zombie’s moving legs, but even if the giant was moving slower—he was no great hero. He couldn’t climb higher. They were headed straight for the carriage—for his people. He saw the [Necromancer] aiming high above, directing his giant. 


  And then Lantal saw something amid the darkness, the sickly green glow of the Necromancer’s staff, illuminating his white hair. He heard a sound, amid the screaming and chaos. 


  A song. 


  And then—there was a flash of orange light. Fire. 


  It danced around the [Necromancer]. At first, he didn’t notice. Then a flare of flame struck his face. He cried out, and the giant stumbled. 


  More fire burned into existence. It flickered around the [Necromancer]. Targeting him. Sparks, growing larger. The man flailed around, burned by the temporary burst of heat and light. Blinded in the darkness. 


  Lantal stared. He heard her voice and realized what it was. 


  [Song of Sparks]. His head turned with the [Necromancer]’s. And there she stood. 


  Cara didn’t try to hide. There was no point. She sang, amid the sounds tearing the night apart. Her voice was as loud as could be. And she heard none of it. 


  It was the first song she had sung in this world. Cara panted for each word. 


  She gazed up at the monstrosity one man had brought to life. And he saw her. The [Necromancer] had conjured a glowing barrier which the flames burned themselves out against. But the light still dazzled him. 


  He didn’t see the [Lord] slipping away. He could barely see the crowd fighting out of the gates ahead of Princess Seraphel’s carriage, ignoring the Thronebearer’s demands for them to move. 


  The [Necromancer] made his creation bend. Cara looked at the rotting face, the man’s gaze. Pitiless. 


  More of a monster than any of the undead. 


  Her voice faltered. Clumsily, Cara reached for the hatchet she’d been given. She yanked it out and swung it once or twice. The [Necromancer] ignored Cara’s weapon and watched her. He…seemed familiar. 


  Then she recognized him. Not the white hair. Or the black eyes and white pupils, or robes. Just… 


  His face. That look. A familiar look, staring out of a stranger’s eyes. He knew her too. 


  “You. You sang yesterday. I recognized your voice.” 


  The [Singer] just looked at the [Necromancer]. Another lost soul. Someone she understood. A kindred spirit…her bloodless lips moved. 


  “Yes. I did.” 


  Cara felt her heart beating in her chest. If he came closer she could leap and strike him—but he was dozens of feet distant. She held the hatchet in her hand. Just looked at him. At the undead flooding the city. The horrific monster he rode. 


  Dead flesh. Putrid, rotting, sightless holes for eyes. Rot, assembled into a giant that towered over all. 


  This is what he had made. This man. 


  I liked you. I thought we understood each other. 


  They did. That was why…they found themselves standing here. Exactly like this. The [Singer] standing on her rooftop, facing the rotting giant and the [Necromancer]. 


  Cara looked again past the man, at the undead, at his army of defiled people. So that was what he meant. She felt sick to her stomach. 


  And he? He looked down at her. 


  The man stood there, with the power no one on Earth could dream of. The power to raise the dead. He seemed so…normal. He shook his head, watching her, and then touched a single burn on his cheek. 


  “A song. You sang, but you didn’t change anything. Not yet.” 


  He looked down at her. Almost regretfully. Cara shook her head bitterly. 


  “No. It’s just music. It shouldn’t change a thing. I wish it did. I told you that.” 


  For a moment, the two Humans stood in understanding. Cara gazed into his eyes and saw something similar. 


  A conversation at a bar. He whispered, looking at her like a friend. Like he thought they still were, somehow. 


  “Someday, you might have that. A song to deliver this world what it lacks.” 


  She choked on her reply. With a trembling hand, the [Singer] pointed at him. 


  “What? If I could sing—it would be to stop you. You…you monster.” 


  The man’s face went slack for a moment. The [Necromancer] slowly raised his arm, and the giant’s rose, mimicking him. He inspected his bloodless skin, then looked at her. As if he remembered. He smiled, ruefully. 


  “Ah. So you are like the others. But…do you see? This is my gift. My way of righting it all.” 


  Cara’s eyes focused on the giant, then the man. 


  “What? Is this your justice? This—is your vengeance? This is…” 


  She looked around. She wanted to vomit. But she clenched the hatchet in a tightening grip. If she leapt— 


  He just looked at her. Then past her to the keep, the fleeing people. He shook his head, as if snapping out of a daydream. The [Necromancer] pointed at her. 


  “Do not stand in my way. Your songs cannot stop me. You…I will let you alone live if you swear to flee and not to interfere again.” 


  He waited. Almost…hopefully. The [Necromancer] watched her. 


  “It would be suicide to do otherwise. You have no ties here. You have no reason to stand in my way, girl.” 


  Cara looked at him. Just looked at him. Her breathing was ragged. She felt bile welling in her throat, and saw his abominations flooding the town. She looked him in his wretched eyes. 


  “Yes, I do. You…how could you ask me that? You are a monster.” 


  The [Necromancer] bowed his head. His dyed-white hair blew around him. Cara crouched to leap and his staff rose. 


  “Indeed. [Deathbolt].” 


  A midnight bolt of magic shot from the tip of his staff, as fast as— 


  Cara stumbled forwards, unable to jump. The hatchet dropped from her grip. She tried to find the strength to move. To leap. To breathe. 


  She felt neither tired nor hurt. She felt nothing at…at… 


  In silence, she toppled from the roof. The [Necromancer] turned away. He did not stare at the fallen body. He saw undead moving towards it—gestured. 


  “Leave her. Now.” 


  They stopped. Moved away. The [Necromancer]’s fingers twitched. 


  “[Animate D—]” 


  He caught himself. Looked down once at the tumble of hair. The…he closed his eyes. Then looked up. 


  His expression firmed and grew wrathful. 


  The [Necromancer] blinked away the spots in his vision and saw the carriage of Calanfer, the golden escort. They were finally moving as the crowd streamed out of the gates. 


  Too slowly. Too slowly. The [Necromancer] appreciated the irony of it. House Afiele’s rulers ended up behind their people. And they were his target. 


  He raised his staff and pointed. The undead were being pushed back by the desperate Humans fighting for their lives, but more of his minions had taken the town and were coming upon the keep and gates, defended by the last of Afiele’s rearguard. He saw the damned [Lord], fighting in the streets towards the gates. But it was the carriage that had the potential to escape him. 


  “Pursue them. Ghouls—that one. [Undead: Boundless Speed]!” 


  A bounding group of Ghouls accelerated. They caught the horses, moving as fast as the steeds and their riders for a moment. The Thronebearers cried out. They drew their blades and fought as the Ghouls pursued their one target. 


  The carriage. One of them reached the door. Perhaps it was ill luck. Perhaps the door had not been latched. It tore the door open. 


  


  —— 


  


  The Ghoul appeared in the open doorway. Seraphel cried out, and her [Handmaidens] screamed, throwing whatever came to hand at the creature. It crabbed at them, slashing. 


  “Stay back!” 


  Seraphel shouted. Her tiara would protect her. She dared to kick at the thing as one of her [Knights] 


  hacked at the monster from behind. But it was grabbing, grabbing—trying to grab— 


  Too late, she realized it wasn’t her. It tore someone away and fell backwards. Seraphel heard a scream. 


  “Culin!” 


  His mother grabbed for him, holding his arm. The Ghoul’s burning eyes turned lifeless as the Thronebearer, Ser Dalimont, speared it through the back. But it was entangled with the boy. And more were grabbing at him. They wanted him. 


  “Mother! Culin!” 


  Sasi grabbed at her mother. Risel was fighting to pull her son back into the carriage. Her grip—she grabbed for something. 


  “Pull her back in!” 


  Seraphel ordered her terrified [Handmaidens], but they were pressed against her. She lunged, grabbing for Risel’s arm. The [Princess] hauled with all of her strength. She saw Risel look back at her. Seraphel felt an impact— 


  And Risel was flung from the carriage. Sasi had been holding on and vanished. The [Lady] and her children vanished out of the carriage. 


  “Stop—stop the—” 


  Seraphel scrambled upright. She heard shouting, screams. 


  “Move! After the Duchess!” 


  Ser Dalimont was bellowing. The carriage began moving. Seraphel shouted, but they were trying to close the door, moving the panicked horses forwards. 


  “No! Dalimont! Stop the carriage! Stop it! We’ve lost—” 


  She saw the Thronebearer [Knight] galloping next to the carriage, now clear of the crowds of undead. 


  Seraphel screamed at him. She saw Dalimont’s face change. He looked backwards. Then turned to her. 


  In that moment of time, Seraphel saw the Thronebearer [Knight] close his eyes. He looked back, through the sea of undead, towards the [Necromancer]. Then at her. Dalimont reached out—and shut the door. 


  The carriage raced onwards. Seraphel heard the [Knights] galloping forwards, catching Afiele’s people and the Duchess. Protecting their [Princess]. 


  Leaving Risel and the children and Lord Lantal of House Afiele behind. 


  


  —— 


  


  “Duchess Grishen is a secondary target. Pursue her. I need their bodies.” 


  The [Necromancer]’s name didn’t matter anymore. He had a name. Once, he had known people who would use it. Even later, he had clung to it. Now? 


  His hair was white. His eyes dark, with white pupils. He was the image of the very hero he admired. 


  Az’kerash. That was whom the man had dyed his hair in imitation of. 


  Yet today…he felt it. He understood. The man who stared back at him…no. The [Necromancer] had a smile as empty as his stomach. 


  A monster’s smile. 


  So this was what it was like to empty cities. To raze nations. What a terrible feeling. How…how furious had Az’kerash been? He had every reason to his fury. 


  What a terrible hatred. The man who copied that ambition felt the same churning in his soul. Darkest deeds. Already black. And now…he looked up. 


  His name was gone. If they cried it, if they called him a legend greater than the Necromancer of Terandria, Az’kerash, the Archmage of Death in time…it would still be naught more than someone else’s name. Names were for people who remembered their humanity. 


  He was what always plagued the living. Vengeance. Death. 


  A [Necromancer of Slaughter]. 


  He watched the exodus of Afiele’s folk. They were moving fast, with the desperation of the living. He ordered his Zombie Giant after them. It might catch them, ceaseless as it was. But his first, primary targets, all four of them, were here. 


  It would have been easy to order the giant to smash the place to rubble, unless the stones were enchanted, which he very much doubted. But the [Necromancer] needed proof. Ailendamus did not pay for ‘nearly certain’. 


  “Surround the keep. Kill everyone.” 


  That was all the [Necromancer] said. Then he found a seat on the walls. Took some food out of his bag of holding. And waited. It would have been a joy to send that damned ghost of a [Knight] against the worthless [Lord] and his spawn. The arrogant, murderous filth of Terandria who killed just because of what you were, who decided laws. 


  They were monsters. 


  Even the children? The [Necromancer] hesitated. But it was too late. He was too far gone. He sat there, as his minions surrounded the keep. Watching their end from afar. 


  


  —— 


  


  Lantal had seen them fall from the carriage. He ran through the ground outside of the gates, searching. 


  The dead were rising. Afiele’s people who had died—even the undead who weren’t damaged enough to be put to rest forever—rose. They struck at him, trying to add him to their number. 


  He didn’t think as he cut them down. No finesse. Just—hacking at them, ignoring his wounds. He had to find them. Where were they? Where…? 


  “Afiele! Afiele! Protect House Afiele!” 


  Someone screamed from the walls. From town. Lantal spun. He saw them. 


  The defenders, the keep’s guard and few townsfolk who had volunteered to bring up the rear. They weren’t fleeing. The Zombie Giant was lumbering after Duchess Grishen and Seraphel and the bulk of Afiele’s folk. But the people hadn’t taken that opportunity to run elsewhere. 


  They were running along the walls, retreating towards the keep. Less than a hundred of them, falling to Draug, Ghouls, skeletons, who had armed themselves with the weapons of the dead. 


  House Afiele. Lantal ran, stumbling. He knew. 


  A Draug blocked his path. It swung at Lantal, and he ducked under the huge woman’s blow. It was fast. 


  The Draug spun and a blow sent Lantal skidding across the ground. His ribs felt—cracked. He reached for a potion. 


  And there was none. He’d used them all up. Limping now, the [Lord] evaded another swing and just ran for the keep. His home. He had to—had to—where could they go? 


  Light blazed from the crenellations. Someone stood at the doors; one had been knocked aside, the other still held. It was barricaded; they had thrown a table across the entryway. Lantal saw a blade hacking down a zombie crawling over the entryway. 


  He hurled himself forwards, and the blade stopped before it struck him. 


  “Dead gods. Lord Lantal.” 


  He looked up and saw the [Cook]. Edert held a butcher’s blade in his hands; he’d hacked nearly two dozen bodies down. He was pale, wounded across his arm and chest. 


  “Sire. The—the [Lady] and the children.” 


  “Where are they?” 


  Lantal scrambled to his feet. He heard more undead coming. Edert turned. 


  “Upstairs. Milord. There’s nowhere to run.” 


  The two men looked at each other. Edert turned. 


  The Draug had followed Lantal. It burst through the other door with a roar. The [Cook] pushed Lantal. 


  Gently. As if he didn’t have the strength to do anything more. 


  “Go to them, milord. I’ll be right here.” 


  “Edert.” 


  The [Lord] turned back to the man. 


  “Noelictus keep you.” 


  He ran. Lantal heard the Draug roaring and a bellow from Edert for half a minute. Then silence. 


  There was only one place in the entire keep that Lantal could imagine they’d gone. Their rooms on the third floor. He took the stairs, passing by servants. Guards. Friends, who waved him on. Their last words burned in his ears. 


  The door was locked. Of course. Lantal stood outside of it. Panting. He spoke. 


  “Risel? Culin? Sasi?” 


  “Lantal!” 


  Someone moved a chair. The door was flung open. Lantal stumbled inside. 


  “I’m so sorry. I tried. I—” 


  “I know.” 


  Risel held him for a second. She was warm. Warmer than anything else. It was cold, turning to winter. 


  The last fall harvests would be coming in soon. 


  Lantal wished he could have seen them. Plump fields. Laughing faces. He looked down as Risel went to barricade the door. 


  Sasi and Culin stood there. Their faces were drained of color, as Cara’s had been. Lantal knelt. 


  “I should have never made you leave Menorome, eh? I’m sorry.” 


  “For what?” 


  Sasi grabbed her father. Culin clutched at the bloody armor. Lantal looked at his daughter. She had tears in her eyes. 


  “For what?” 


  He closed his eyes and held her close. Trying to make a moment last forever. Trying to remember everything. 


  Then he stood and looked around the room. For an escape. For something. For a miracle. 


  There was nothing. Just his home. Nothing special. The door to the balcony was shut; the door to the hallway locked and barricaded. No one fought in the corridor anymore. 


  There the [Lord] stood. He looked at his wife. Risel stood there, trying to smile. Tears in her eyes. 


  “Help me drag something else in front of the door, Lantal. You too, Culin, Sasi.” 


  They pushed the bed up against the door, and the dresser. Together. Then? Then Lantal turned to Risel. 


  “Do you have…?” 


  She had a shortsword and buckler, the edges touched by blood. Had she fought? Risel? She was from the capital. Lantal just had his longsword. He focused on her, and they stood together. Spoke. But there was nothing left to say beyond the obvious. 


  “I love you. I wish we had never met.” 


  She struck his shoulder, weakly. 


  “I regret nothing you ever did.” 


  Something struck the door. Lantal whirled. He brought up his sword. There he stood. 


  “Stay behind me, Risel. Culin, Sasi—stay back.” 


  They hid. Lantal wanted to turn his head. But now—he was focused on the door. He heard Risel breathing, murmuring to the children. Culin weeping. Sasi saying something. 


  The door moved. Something was throwing its weight against it. Not a Draug. Not yet. A Ghoul. Crypt Lords wouldn’t make it up here… 


  Another impact. The door rattled. Lord Lantal saw himself, sword in hand, exhausted, bloody, guarding his family. It was exactly perfect, as it should be. So wrong. It should have never been this way. 


  He had one last thought. The [Lord] searched around. He lowered his sword as more bodies struck at the door. And he looked up. He should have looked down, but he cried out anyways. 


  “I am Lord of Afiele! [Deathkeeper] and [Lord of the Fields]! I call for aid! Please.” 


  He shouted, he screamed for help. For the Gravewarden of Afiele’s Tomb to come. Culin, Sasi, Risel looked up, for a second hoping. 


  But then the door rattled. The dresser shook. Nothing happened. 


  No one came. His words fell on the ears of the dead. Lantal closed his eyes. He glanced up as something made a sound. He heard the sound of thunder. 


  A fist hit the stout door. The wood cracked but held. Even a Draug’s strength…it struck the door again. 


  Again. And still, the wood held. 


  But the stone was weaker. It began to crack. Lantal saw the door edging open. He saw the bed, dresser, jumping back. Wood splintered. 


  The undead entered the room. First one, crawling through, a Ghoul. Lantal stabbed it through the head and it died. Then the Draug, forcing itself through with a roar. 


  Lantal attacked it, screaming. He hacked at it with all of his strength, cutting through flesh and bone. He heard a shout and saw Risel striking at it from the other side. The thing was tangled up in the dresser, the remains of the door. It too died. But then a zombie appeared, skeletons, another Ghoul— 


  Step. Slash. Step. Cut. The world became a single task: keep them from entering. Lantal had no potions. 


  No regard for his own life. His life was just to stop them. He saw Risel fighting, hitting a skeleton with the shield. Culin and Sasi threw things. Pillows. Toys. Lantal brought his blade through a skeleton’s skull. He saw it lunge, spasm, and stepped clear of the sword. 


  He heard Risel gasp softly and turned. It was the first sound Lantal had heard since the undead had broken the door. The [Lord] of Afiele turned and saw the blade buried in his wife’s chest. 


  She dropped the sword and shield. Lantal stared at her. Something bit him. He swung his sword. Looked around. The remains of the dresser. He forced it towards the door. A group of zombies was pushing forwards. Lantal heaved and forced them back. He didn’t feel the effort. The door sealed for a second time. 


  “Risel?” 


  She was lying there. Lantal stepped towards her. Knelt. Fumbling for a potion neither he nor she had. His eyes were focused on her. 


  “Risel? Speak to me.” 


  What would she say? Lantal waited. He didn’t want to tell her. She had to know. The [Lord] waited. 


  Risel’s lips were parted. She looked shocked, still. He waited for her to say something. Anything. 


  “Mother? Mother?” 


  Sasi shook her mother. But Risel’s head just fell sideways. Lantal realized, vaguely, that he had been too slow. She had been… 


  …before the skeleton had even dropped the sword… 


  The world spun. Lantal knelt there. And the last hope faded. He had thought something would happen. 


  He had hoped he could hold the doorway forever. 


  Now? There was nothing. 


  Just Culin and Sasi, watching him. Suddenly, Lantal could hear them sobbing. Hear his panting breath. 


  Feel every wound. His blood, coating the floor. The breaking wood. 


  The dresser was splintering. He glanced back. A huge form was breaking through. Another Draug. 


  Lantal searched around for something. And he saw nothing. Just the door to the balcony. No one had attacked that. 


  Slowly, he got up. The [Lord] walked over to the door, unlatched it, tossed aside the chair. 


  “Father?” 


  Sasi looked at him. Culin made no sound at all as he lay next to his mother. Lantal glanced outside. What a frivolous thing a balcony was. Another way in. Or… 


  There were few undead in sight. They were all pouring into the keep. They wanted him. His family. The 


  [Lord] turned back. 


  “I would have wanted you here. But…” 


  “Father?” 


  Sasi saw him stride towards her as a huge body with glowing eyes forced the door apart. Lantal ignored the undead. It didn’t matter. He abandoned his sword, picked up Culin. 


  “Hold your brother tightly, Sasi. Then—run. Hide. Somewhere they can’t find you. Maybe…” 


  “Father. No!” 


  Sasi fought him as she clung to Culin. Lantal carried them towards the balcony. He walked towards the railing and Sasi shouted at him. 


  “Come with us!” 


  He smiled at her. 


  “Someone has to lay your mother to rest. They think you’re with me.” 


  He heard a sound. Something was moving behind him. The [Lord] closed his eyes as Sasi looked past him and went still. He held her, Culin. He met his son’s gaze, his daughter’s. He kissed her forehead. 


  “…my love.” 


  Then he leaned low and dropped them three floors down. He heard a cry from both. But the shadows moved, stumbling away from the balcony. Looking up at him. 


  Lantal stood there. Then he turned. Someone waited for him. She had gotten back up. Almost the same woman he knew. Almost—if he tried, he could believe it was her. 


  It never would be again. Even so, Lord Lantal spread his arms as she stumbled towards him. A terrible smile on his face. 


  “There you are, my love.” 


  His body had ceased hurting. The [Lord of the Fields] looked around, and found his sword where he had left it. Slowly, he lifted it up and went to greet his wife. 


  Lantal laid Risel to rest. He made sure no one would wake her again. He saw himself do it, and carefully folded her hands. His own hands were so calm, despite the blood. 


  Then he stood. The world was flashing white around him, but Lord Lantal had something to do. He turned as the door caved in. A monster came through it. A Draug. 


  No. One of Afiele’s sons. 


  Lantal greeted him. 


  The Draug died. Lantal walked past the body and leaned against the doorway. He stared blankly ahead, at the bodies of his friends and people. Then at the trail he left behind. He fumbled with the broken wood with one arm. The other hung limply. He didn’t feel it. 


  More undead were waiting for him. Zombies. Skeletons. Ghouls. Each one Lantal knew. Thronebearers. 


  Servants of the keep. Villagers. 


  One by one, they met and the [Lord] put them to sleep. 


  He walked down the stairs, limping. Lantal kept staring at his left foot. Counting his toes. It seemed like each step took hours, but he had something left to do. Each step…one after another. 


  Towards another familiar place. There should have been laughter here. Music and good food and joy, even under darkest skies. 


  They filled the banquet hall. The [Lord] leaned on a table as they turned to him. 


  The tables were broken. Bodies lay scattered around. The only light came from dead eyes. 


  A ruined place. Yet he thought he saw it, for a second. A vision of what had been. 


  There they were. Coming to him, the last living person in the keep. The [Lord] who bore the weight of their lives and deaths. Fitting. They had every right to him. 


  Lantal looked around. It was just—another second. Another moment of distraction. He saw so many familiar faces. He had known them all. The man’s eyes ran with blood and tears. His lips moved as his sword slowly rose in a hand almost as bloodless as the faces around him. 


  “I truly am sorry. Come. Let me put you to rest.” 


  He lifted his blade. The [Lord] greeted each of his subjects. He was smiling. A false smile at first, from a man trying to bring light into dreary days. 


  Then—genuine. Searching each face, each life, and giving them their due. His subjects crowded around him. 


  Lantal lost his footing. He stumbled, trying to catch himself, but he had lost one of his arms. He fell. Got up again. 


  Not yet. They were so tired. So was he. He saw it on their faces. So—Lantal’s arm rose and fell. He lost his sword, and reached out. Rest. Sleep now. 


  Again, they bore him down, but, somehow, he stood up. Picked up a blade, letting them hurl their grievances and hurt against him. Lantal stood for another second. Just one more minute. He was so weary. They all deserved eternal slumber. 


  He could not grant them all that mercy. Lantal was lying down. He stared up at them, smiling. Smiling now. His head fell back. He closed his eyes, fearing no more toils. No more burdens. 


  For when he lay down—he left them nothing to bring back. Not enough of a body to steal. He had always given everything for his home. 


  The Lord of Afiele died. And his son and daughter— 


  


  —— 


  


  Ran. Culin couldn’t see for the tears in his eyes. He knew something hurt. But it didn’t matter. He couldn’t breathe properly. 


  “Hurry. Hurry. You’re so slow. Move!” 


  Sasi pushed him. She was limping. Her ankle was all funny. Her foot…looked wrong. Culin kept staring at it. Feet didn’t twist that way. He looked at Sasi as she pushed at him. Didn’t she feel it? He pointed. 


  “Your leg.” 


  “Never mind that. Here. Here—” 


  Sasi fussed, pushing him to run. She had caught him as they fell. Something was wrong with her breathing. Yet she ran on her bad foot, pushing him. They both ran because they were being followed. 


  There were figures moving in the darkness. Lurching towards them. The girl pushed Culin at something, fumbling with rocks. 


  The hole in the keep’s wall. It was so small you could get stuck in there. Sasi and Culin knew because they snuck out. And they loved playing hide and seek. Meltain had never found them, ever. 


  “This is good. Just—just stay there. Don’t say anything? Understand? I’ll—” 


  Sasi started coughing. It sounded like choking. She looked at Culin. He stared back, crammed into that tiny little space. 


  “Sasi. You’re bleeding.” 


  She wiped at her mouth. Culin’s big sister closed her eyes. She looked around, then reached down. 


  There was a terrible look in her eyes. Like his father’s. 


  “Don’t say anything.” 


  She hugged him. So tightly her fingers cut into his arm. Culin choked, reaching for her, trying to hold her, but Sasi was pulling away. 


  “Don’t. Stay here.” 


  She laughed at him like she always did, a catch in her voice. 


  “Only one person fits, stupid.” 


  She looked at him. Then she crawled back. The bush covered Culin. He heard her coughing. Choking again. He saw, through the leaves, her stumbling. Then a bounding shape flew across the ground, making a snarling sound. 


  Sasi turned to run. She was so fast. He never caught her when she played tag, not when she didn’t want to be. She— 


  Fell down. The Ghoul landed. Sasi was trying to move. She said something. 


  “—quiet.” 


  The Ghoul advanced. Then another voice spoke. Culin almost cried out—until he saw the dark robes. A figure with white hair lifted a hand and the undead monster froze. 


  “Hold.” 


  Culin heard Sasi inhale. He saw a second figure walk across the ground, pausing before her. For a long time, the man said nothing. Then he murmured. 


  “…Three. Devoured, perhaps. I don’t even know if that was the [Lord]. So, child. Have you anything to say to me?” 


  Sasi said nothing at all. She looked up at a figure with white hair. Culin moved. He had to—to— 


  “Very well.” 


  The [Necromancer] whispered a spell. Culin saw a flash. His sister stopped moving. The man made a sound. 


  “Come, child.” 


  Slowly…Sasi got up and, limping, her ankle twisted, followed the [Necromancer]. Culin sat there. His eyes overflowed. But he dared not say a word. Not for Sasi. Not for his mother. Not for his brave father. 


  Not a word. The figures passed by his hiding spot. They followed the [Necromancer]. Leaving Afiele. 


  Heading north, after the Duchess. The dead they left behind. The child the only living being left. 


  And…the [Singer]. 




  1.15 P 


  [Singer Level 19!] 


  Her heart woke her up. The young woman gasped as she heard it beating. 


  She had felt it stop. The [Necromancer] had cast a spell and she had… 


  Fallen. Cara woke up on the ground. Alive. 


  Alone. 


  Afiele was empty. No animals, no people. Not even the undead roamed the streets. All had gone. Cara got up, too weak to do more than lean against a ruined house whose wall had been caved in by the giant’s passage. 


  She had seen images of devastation before. But now she walked through it. There should have been bodies. She had seen people dying. People she knew. 


  But Afiele was barren. Almost barren—Cara saw blood. Torn flesh. She saw a severed arm, hacked away. 


  “No.” 


  She recoiled, and then looked around. There had to be someone. Someone had to be— 


  “…just music.” 


  Cara wanted to believe the people had escaped. But…as she looked up, towards the hill, she saw the keep. 


  And she feared. 


  


  —— 


  


  They were dead. Cara walked past the entryway in shock. She stepped past a body with a dirtied apron. 


  A pile of corpses hacked so badly that even death magic couldn’t bring them back. She saw. 


  The last living souls in Afiele had died here. In the hallways, fighting for their home. Some of them were…missing. Taken in death. Many had fought so bitterly that they remained, unable to be stolen away. 


  The most bodies lay in the mess hall. Cara flinched as she saw the slaughter. At least a hundred bodies lay scattered about, cut to pieces. She searched around—and then called out. 


  “Lord Lantal! Lady Risel! Sasi? Culin?” 


  She ran for the stairs. Past unmoving shapes. 


  When she saw the destroyed room and broken door, Cara’s mind went blank. She found…Lady Risel. 


  Lying there. Someone had cut her head off. A single slash, across the neck. To keep her from coming back. 


  She looked surprised. A single wound in her chest was all that Cara saw. She lay there, arms neatly folded. The young woman searched around. 


  “Sasi! Culin! Lord—” 


  The [Singer] went mad. She remembered running, searching. Shouting for them. For— 


  Lantal lay in the mess hall. Cara found his body only because she saw his sword. The [Lord]’s enchanted longsword was broken. The metal and magic had failed before him. He still held the handle. 


  His head was gone. Someone had removed it, but given his body no last rites. 


  The [Necromancer]. But where—Cara looked around. Every small body made her flinch. But she still screamed out. 


  “Sasi! Culin!” 


  Please— 


  Someone made a sound. Cara heard the strangest of noises. The clip-clop of hooves. A voice. 


  “Is someone else there?” 


  She whirled, ran. Out the doors of the keep. Cara saw a man with an arm in a sling, standing in the courtyard. His face was pale. His battered, golden armor was tarnished by grime and shame. 


  Ser Dalimont stood with his sword drawn, looking at Cara as if she were a ghost. His horse, devoid of its barding, pawed the ground. 


  And next to him stood a silent figure. Cara stumbled to a stop. 


  “Culin.” 


  The boy looked at her. He looked—Cara had never seen a child make a face like that before. 


  “The Throne. Two survivors.” 


  Dalimont passed an armored hand across his face. He had been—crying. Cara looked strangely at him. 


  Culin’s eyes were dry. So were hers. Tears were not enough. 


  “Is—what—where is Sasi?” 


  That was all she could think to ask. Culin knew what had happened to his parents. Dalimont closed his eyes and turned away. Cara fell down. Her legs, still weak, gave way. 


  “You lived.” 


  That was all Culin said to Cara. He pointed vaguely towards the walls of the keep, and a few bushes planted there. 


  “I hid there. Sasi made me. She tried to run. But the [Necromancer] found her. She’s still out there. 


  Where’s my father?” 


  “Lord Culin—Lord Lantal is—is—at rest. His body wasn’t taken. He made a stand—I pray you. You must come with me. Both of you.” 


  Dalimont choked. He reached for Culin. The boy gazed up at him. 


  “Where?” 


  The Thronebearer knelt. His helmet was missing. His eyes—were too full of worthless guilt. 


  “Princess Seraphel ordered me to bring your family back, Lord Culin. Or not to come back at all. She—is safe. So are most of Afiele’s folk.” 


  “They’re alive?” 


  Cara stirred. So did Culin, for a moment. Dalimont nodded, pointing north. 


  “It was the Duchess who saved us. The [Necromancer] pursued her when she split from us. Only a handful followed Afiele’s folk and Princess Seraphel. He aims for Duchess Grishen, next. She has retreated to Castle Ladel to make her stand. Your people are alive, Lord Culin. Let me take you to them. 


  We will make for Ailendamus’ border, or Ovela and…” 


  “No.” 


  Culin’s voice was distant. But he looked up at the [Knight] and then at Cara and pointed. North and west. 


  “Sasi. The [Necromancer] has her.” 


  “Milord—” 


  The boy turned to Cara as if he had to explain. 


  “I saw Sasi walking. She looked so tired. I have to let her sleep. I am Lord of Afiele, now.” 


  Dalimont opened his mouth. Culin gazed up at him and the [Knight] fell silent. He stood, slowly. 


  “Come with me, Lord Afiele. Your people need you. Miss Cara, we must ride. There may be more dead coming from the Tomb or leftover.” 


  He helped Culin onto his horse’s saddle. Only when Dalimont was mounted did he look over. 


  “Miss Cara?” 


  She stood there. Silent as a statue. The [Thronebearer] rode over towards her. He studied her face. 


  There was nothing in Cara’s head. Dalimont spoke softly, glancing around. 


  “Miss…Cara O’Sullivan, isn’t it? Will you come with us?” 


  She didn’t reply. How could she? She focused on Culin and saw—he was staring the way he had pointed. 


  Cara remembered the giant. 


  “He’ll kill her. The Duchess. You saw that army.” 


  “Perhaps. But that man will die. I swear it by Calanfer’s Throne.” 


  Dalimont replied softly. The [Singer] gazed up at him. 


  “Who can fight that? Monsters. Who can…?” 


  The [Knight] looked down at her and saw Cara’s blank expression. He shook his head slightly and gripped the reins with his good hand. 


  “I will let the [Princess] know you are here. Make for the border of Noelictus. Ailendamus…can defend itself better than Noelictus. Lord Culin, hold tight.” 


  He rode past Cara. Down the hill of the keep, through the broken gates. Cara watched him go. Faded gold and the boy. Culin glanced back at her once. 


  There was nothing like enmity in his eyes. No blame. He should have blamed her for everything. But he just turned ahead again. 


  Cara stood in the empty keep. She walked into the town. And then out of it. Stumbling past the ranks of bodies that the defenders had brought down. The smell. The sight of it, the horror—she was numb to it all. 


  It was too much to process. So Cara just walked away. She had to… 


  To do what? Run away? No, never. But there was nothing she could do. She had done nothing. 


  She was ashamed. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara didn’t know how long she walked. She felt nothing at first, and then cold. She began shaking after a while. Whatever spell had struck her had left her heart fluttering, parts of her body failing. 


  That didn’t matter. The [Singer] just thought. 


  A song. An act. She should have sung. She should have died there. She should have…known how wrong she was about them. 


  Violetta and Idelt’s little village was untouched. No—Cara saw signs of movement around the village. 


  She started, began to call out and realized it wasn’t people. 


  The village had been abandoned. But the henhouses—some of the Gloomwrens must have been left behind. Violetta’s…Cara backed away. She walked away. 


  Towards the forest. It wasn’t dark. It was just black and white. Devoid of color. A few things moved, and Cara halted again. 


  She saw…a rabbit looking at her. It fled as soon as it saw Cara. It was alive. Not the same as the last one; this one had some white at the tips of its ears. But not everything had died. The animals had fled the undead and hid successfully—at least this one. 


  Through the forest. Cara stumbled over roots, but the way was familiar. She traced her path back to the beginning. 


  The Tomb of Afiele was still there. The dirt collapsed. The stone broken. But—Cara saw how the opening had been widened. The countless undead and the giant had excavated the tunnel. 


  Inside…the Tomb was in ruins. Every sarcophagus, each grave had been opened. The stone lids broken, tossed to the ground. Defaced. Cara stared around in shock. 


  The bodies were gone. The Necromancer had…she walked forwards. 


  Rows of graves she passed, each one now empty. The dead stolen. Cara tried to count. 


  Hundreds…thousands…his army, almost limitless in number. 


  He hadn’t even used all of them. Cara had barely walked for half an hour before she saw, in the fading light, an unbroken casket. It was almost a relief. It—it was intact. The ones before it had been plundered. But this one remained. 


  He hadn’t needed more. Saving this for later. Cara rested her hand on the cool lid and jerked it away. 


  She looked around. She had walked for days here. The [Necromancer] could come back and raise a second army, a third. He’d never be stopped, even if, by some miracle, Grishen managed to kill that giant and the thousands of undead. 


  The [Necromancer] had to die. Cara shuddered. It was such an obvious thought. She had never—she had daydreamed about it, with terrible people, her bosses. But this was the first time she had calmly, coldly, decided someone needed to die, no matter the cost. 


  If she had a sword she would have killed him. If she had a match and fuel, she would have burned the entire tomb to ash and dust rather than let him have it. 


  But if she could have done anything, it would not have come to this. She was too weak. 


  Cara sat there, in front of the grave. The light from the entrance was almost gone, but there was enough to see by. 


  “What am I supposed to do? I wish…” 


  She bowed her head. At last, she began to weep. As Ser Dalimont had done. That was how she gave up. 


  Cara—no, that wasn’t her name—Sid had always believed it was people who could do what had to be done in this world or any other. That—magic, miracles, didn’t exist. Hard work, rather than exceptionalism, had changed the world. That the greatest of history’s villains and champions had been people. Lucky, talented, but no different than she was. 


  But she had seen the army of the dead. The giant, made of malice and rot. Dark magic. The young woman closed her eyes. 


  “What are we supposed to do? What could I have done?” 


  She hit the stone coffin and felt her skin tear. The stinging pain wasn’t enough. The world was unfair. Sid had known that. She had just—believed it was unfair, equally. Everyone was a petty Human. Not with the power to bring back the dead. 


  The young woman buried her head in her arms as she sat there. She could see—even as dusk fell. She had been walking so long. Soon it would be night. She would…leave? Just run away? 


  Maybe she’d wait in the tomb. Crawl into a coffin and wait for the [Necromancer] to come back. If he did—she’d leap out and kill him, even if he brought back all the undead. It wouldn’t redeem her. But it would be something. Sid looked around for the hatchet and realized she’d left it behind. 


  She could still see. Dusk had claimed the entrance of Noelictus and the sky was never bright. Sid blinked back towards the entrance. Light had almost faded completely and it was so far away; just a glow. 


  Yet she still saw. Why? She wasn’t singing. No light came from her. She looked around and then saw it at last. 


  A pale glow. The [Singer] stood up slowly. She saw it, in the distance ahead of her. A…shape. A familiar light. 


  It couldn’t be. She stumbled towards it. And found him there. 


  Ser Dalius knelt on the cold stone floor. The [Knight]’s eyes were closed. His head bowed. His ancient armor covering his body looked—broken, as did the man. 


  At first, Cara thought she saw a web. A strange pattern of darkness around his familiar, glowing form. 


  She almost called out—and then hesitated. She didn’t know what she was seeing. 


  A dark…web? Cara stumbled forwards, and saw lines criss-crossing the ground around Dalius. The ghost never spoke. Nor was he standing or kneeling. He was…hanging. 


  Hanging, she realized, from a pattern of thread. 


  The ghost was bound by dozens of glowing strands of darkness. Blackness, given color and luminescence; it was darker than shadow itself. They shimmered, anchored to the coffins and ground around him. An unsettling vise, and Cara knew instantly who had created it to capture him. 


  Was he dead? The [Knight] made no move. He did not breathe, and hung there, suspended. There was no clue that he was conscious. Cara called out, haltingly, disbelieving. 


  “Dalius.” 


  At first, Cara thought he was truly…dead. Or non-responsive. Then the head slowly rose. The eyes opened. 


  Ser Dalius looked up at her. Shock ran across his face. Then despair. 


  “Cara? Why are you here?” 


  Exhaustion ran through his voice, as well as disbelief. The young woman reached out for Dalius. It couldn’t be. He’d vanished after breaking the seal. Died. He— 


  Her fingertips stopped, and she hesitated as she felt the chill, felt the stinging pain and cold inches away from his face. 


  “I—I thought you died. Dalius. What happened?” 


  “The [Necromancer].” 


  That was all Dalius said. He didn’t need to explain. He tried to move and groaned; the black bindings held him. He spoke through gritted teeth. 


  “He has defiled the Tomb of Afiele. I have failed in my one duty. He—he has raised an army of the honored dead! Created a giant out of bodies. I saw it all. He bound me here after defeating me.” 


  Cara hesitated, staring at Dalaius. 


  “How? He’s stronger than you are? I thought—” 


  The [Knight] twitched. His head hung. 


  “I was tricked. I believed him to be a mere wanderer at first and let my guard down. In this place, he was empowered by all the death magic here. I—lost. He did not kill me, though. He wants to bind me to his service. Use the entire tomb to create stronger undead.” 


  He struggled, but gave up after a second. 


  “I cannot break free. Nor die. So I can only wait. Failed. Failed in my one task.” 


  He laughed, and this was an echo of the maddened [Knight] Cara had heard before. His spirit cracking. 


  She just gazed at him. All of that made sense, but she was struggling to accept he was even…here. 


  “Dalius. You—you came back? I saw you die. I thought—” 


  The man laughed. He looked at Cara with growing hysteria. Perhaps he thought she was as much a figment of his imagination as he seemed to her. His feverish gaze locked on Cara, almost mockingly. 


  “I lied. I swore to guard the tomb. I feared—I lied to you for once, Cara.” 


  He laughed again—no, a hysterical giggle. 


  “And see what it has done. I failed. I let my guard down and that foul [Necromancer] took Afiele’s dead to war against the living. To kill the [Lord of the Fields] and end House Afiele. My one consolation is that he will fail. He must fail, yes, and then I will be disgraced in failure and…” 


  He was rambling. He had no idea of what had passed above. Cara felt sick. She tried to open her mouth, felt bile rising, and her legs lost their feeling. The young woman stumbled forwards, found an open tomb, and simply fell against it. She collapsed and Dalius looked at her, breaking off from his monologue. 


  The [Knight]’s wretched face went to wrath—then, as he looked at her, a dawning horror. Dalius licked his lips. 


  “No. Surely—he raised such a small army. Surely they broke—surely—it was only thousands. Only Ghouls. Only…” 


  His voice stuttered and trailed off. Cara’s own was leaden. She wanted to throw up. Part of her was still disbelieving as she said it. 


  “Dalius. I came from Afiele. Lord Lantal and Lady Risel. And Sasi—everyone but Culin—they’re all dead.” 


  She watched as the [Knight] took the news. First, Dalius froze, his eyes wide. 


  Then he began to shudder. His body strained against the magical bindings. He twisted, trying to break free, gave up—and then began to shake. 


  Uncontrollably. Dalius did not know Lantal, Risel, or Sasi. He did not know their family and Afiele’s living people. The [Knight] had never known Lantal or Risel’s kindness, or the children. 


  Yet he had sworn to protect them. He tried to move. Tried to stand, and the bindings forced him to stillness. He knew death. Unlike Cara—he knew what she had seen, and he looked at her face, saw the dumb horror there, and knew. 


  So the [Knight] threw back his head and howled. Cara clapped her hands to her ears, flinching back. Her skin crawled. She felt an instinct to run. The keening shriek wasn’t a sound she had ever heard before. 


  The sound wasn’t Human. No mortal voice could have made that sound. When the scream finally finished echoing, the ghost looked at Cara. 


  No fondness was left. He snarled at her, his face contorted, shifting into…something else. Something less than the [Knight]. Changing. As if his wrath and loss and despair were overpowering his memory of himself. 


  His voice as well, changing far below the normal register of sound. He threw himself against the spells again, and Cara stumbled back, falling to hit the ground. Two burning eyes glowed at her behind a Wraith’s face. 


  “Dalius?” 


  “I should have never let you live! I should have killed you the moment I saw you! But for you, Afiele would have lived! Trickster! Deceiver! Did you work with him?” 


  The [Knight] had gone mad with despair. He looked nothing like Dalius. Cara drew back. To run? Where? 


  There was only the quiet tomb. So quiet, the dignity of the dead gone. Outside? Afiele ruined. The fault of it, the cause of it all— 


  It was their fault. 


  Her fault. 


  All because of lies. Because she was too cowardly, too pathetic to stop the [Necromancer]. A girl playing the part of the fool who caused the calamity. All of it, her fault. 


  Duchess Grishen’s words came back to Cara. Then—the [Necromancer]. Feren. She could have done something. She could have. 


  But she had not. So Cara shook. There was nowhere to run, and the raging specter’s wrath was justified. 


  Numbly, Cara spoke. 


  “I didn’t help him. But I might as well have. You’re right, Dalius. You should have killed me. Then none of this would have come to pass.” 


  The writhing ghost was snarling, trying to pull the magic apart. Stretching. His…body…was stretching. 


  Dalius—the man—the entity could almost hear something whispering. 


  If you let go, you could reach her. Bite her. Twist free of these bindings meant for a mortal man. 


  Twist. Contort. He only looked like a [Knight] because he thought he was a man. 


  He had lost his honor. His people. Failed his one duty. An arm lengthened. He reached out. 


  Kill her. Kill her and the [Necromancer]. Kill them both and bury the tomb forevermore. Could I rest in madness, in the darkness, and forget what I’ve done? 


  Afiele. 


  His home was defiled. 


  A hand reached out, lengthening. He almost could touch her. Then the ghost heard a faint sound. Saw a glittering substance reflected on her cheeks. 


  The writhing specter saw the young woman raise her head. She was crying. Weeping. Tears ran from Cara’s eyes. 


  The claw reaching for her stilled in the air. For a second, the ghost hesitated. 


  Then the [Knight] stared at Cara. Dalius’ face shifted back. Warily. Distrustfully. Yet he…had to know. 


  One last time. So he snarled. 


  “False tears, like every lie you’ve ever told me. How can I believe anything you say? Is Afiele even burning? You were the [Necromancer]’s accomplice. Another world? You lie like you breathe. How can I trust—” 


  He scowled at her. At her tears. So angry the rest of the words left him. How dare you pretend? 


  Cara slowly looked at Dalius. She shook her head. The tears kept falling from her eyes. 


  “There’s nothing to believe. Nothing to do. Just—there is no reason for you to trust me, Dalius. None at all.” 


  She focused on him. The answer did not please Dalius, even in bitter satisfaction. He snarled silently, fighting against every dark instinct pressing at him. Cara looked at him, shifting, tortured. 


  At least this. At least… 


  She hesitated, then desperately reached for one of the threads made of glowing midnight. She touched it and cried out. Something turned her flesh dull, like the spell the [Necromancer] had cast. 


  She recoiled, hands shooting away, backing up—then hesitated. Cara steeled herself and reached out again. She clenched her teeth, but before she could touch the strand, Dalius laughed mockingly, watching her. 


  “You won’t be able to break them. The [Necromancer] cast the binding spells to keep me here. He was unable to turn me to his will by spell or pain, yet he could hold me. I cannot break free. You cannot. Stop pretending. Stop acting.” 


  Dalius watched with bleak pleasure as Cara felt at her numb hand, feeling pain as it came back to life. 


  The ghost looked at Cara bitterly. 


  “If you had an enchanted blade, I would ask you to slay me rather than let myself be used again. But you can do nothing. Leave me and go, liar.” 


  He closed his eyes. If he didn’t watch her, she had no power over him. 


  Cara hesitated. She felt a terrifying deadness in her hands, as if she had lost all blood flow to her limbs. A tingling of life as it faded. Every instinct in her told her not to touch the strands. 


  The [Singer] looked around. At this dead place. At her torn clothes. She saw the walls of Afiele falling. 


  The dead. 


  Even Dalius was ignoring her. There was no one to pretend to be. No reward or consequences to dodge. 


  Just this. 


  An impossible task. Chains a great [Knight] of old could not break. The young woman stared at them. No rational soul would try. 


  So she grabbed for the magic strands again. She cried out as the deadness ran up her arms but tried to pull. It was impossible. It was like trying to bend steel columns with her bare hands. But she tried. 


  A sly, mocking eye opened. So subtly she didn’t see. The ghost watched her. She’d give up once she realized he wasn’t watching. She was no fool. Of all the things he had liked and hated about her in the short time they had stood together, she was no fool. Cara did nothing without reason, took no risks without success. 


  Let go. You will never break those bindings. 


  You are no [Paladin] of old, no hero. 


  You don’t believe in them. 


  She knew that too. So why…Dalius’ other eye opened. 


  He saw the pallor of her skin turn dead white. It raced up her arms; he saw the color drain from her skin, as if her blood itself was losing its vigor. Cara’s eyes were opened wide. At first, she clenched her teeth. 


  Then she began to twitch uncontrollably. 


  A moan of pain escaped her lips. 


  It became a cry in a second. Then grew louder. Until it was a scream. Not from pain alone. It felt like dying, but she pulled, her life fighting the deathly magic. 


  A second. Ten seconds. Dalius’ head rose. Cara’s arms were shaking. She was twitching uncontrollably. 


  Her cry of pain—he snapped. 


  “Enough. You will die. You cannot free me. I cannot free myself. We are damned.” 


  Her eyes fixed on him, alight with pain. Cara gasped, let go, and swayed. But she reached for the bindings again. Her hands stopped before they touched the dark filaments. They shook with fear. Dalius stared at her. The young woman grabbed the deathly rope and pulled, then stumbled back. 


  Yet she tried again, crying out with frustration. 


  “I have to. I have to.” 


  She looked at him, and her eyes flickered with something else. A desperate, mad surge of hope. 


  The [Knight]. A Level 40 warrior from an old era. Cara looked to the tomb. To the faded, grey light in the distance. If— 


  “They need you, Dalius! Culin is alive! Princess Seraphel—the people of Afiele, Duchess Grishen—the 


  [Necromancer] is going after them. They need you. No one else could kill that giant!” 


  The ghost looked up. He saw Cara’s skin grow pale, the lack of color race up her arms. She let go with a cry and fell backwards as the spell nearly drained her of life. The [Knight] stirred. He pulled, as he had done a hundred, a hundred thousand times. But the spells were too many. Too powerful. 


  He was too weak. He gazed at Cara. She lay, trying to pick herself up. He tried to believe. The ghost whispered. 


  “One of House Afiele lives? Who?” 


  “Culin. His name is Culin. And—Princess Seraphel of Calanfer. Duchess Grishen. They’re all alive, but they need…you. Someone to defeat the [Necromancer]. You, Dalius.” 


  Cara’s tongue felt heavy in her mouth. She tried to move; her body jerked. Shaking, she looked at the ghost’s imprisonment. 


  “You have to save them. I can’t.” 


  A pained laugh answered her. Dalius’ eyes rolled from left to right before focusing on Cara. He spat. 


  “How can I believe that? I have never left this place. You could be lying to me. A [Princess]? I would have believed you again. If you had come to me—see what you’ve done? Cara, oh, Cara. How am I to believe you now? A [Princess]? Which land does she come from? Calanfer? As fake as the other one to me! She might as well be a [Queen] or [Oracle] from Chandrar!” 


  He laughed like a madman. Cara closed her eyes. She remembered the first lie she had ever told to him. 


  She bowed her head. The [Knight] stopped laughing. He stared at Cara’s face, then looked away from her. 


  “…Even if I wanted to fight for my home, I cannot escape these spells. If I was alive—I could. But I am just a ghost. Pathetic, at the mercy of a single [Necromancer]. I have failed Afiele in every way. All I can hope for is my own end. Leave me be, Cara. I believe you. Leave me in that lovely little lie and I will rest believing it.” 


  She considered him. Ser Dalius, the ghost, the first person she had ever met here. She had lied to him from start to finish. Not about everything. But look what it had made. Cara sat in front of him. Helpless. 


  Cara reached out for his bindings, but her hands jerked away. She tried to force herself to touch them, but it was useless and both of them knew it. She whispered, voice cracking. 


  “I’m sorry.” 


  He made no move. Dalius’ eyes were closed. He didn’t breathe, he didn’t react. He just closed himself off. Cara looked at him. 


  “I tried, you know.” 


  No response. The young woman didn’t expect one. She grabbed the lid of a coffin, slowly levering herself up. Leaning against it as her weak body struggled to hold her steady. Cara panted. She spoke, not to him but to herself. A confession. 


  “I really…I really did try. Not at first. At first, I was trying to be clever. But then I got my big chance. I met a girl. Violetta. She was kind. She and her father took me in, and I reached a village. Landsmecht. I made a fool of myself, but then—there was a night when I could do something. When I got my chance. And 


  you know what? It worked. I made a difference. I took my role and I did something. Something small, as small as making a girl stop crying. But I did it. I had my part.” 


  The ghost never said a word. Cara glanced at him, and shook her head. Or was her body out of energy? 


  Shaking, she leaned on the coffin. 


  “It was going well. I was having fun. Even after that—I liked entertaining them. I could do it. When the 


  [Necromancer] came I told them it was my fault and I tried to help. I even did. But then—I actually did help. With a song. With a song, I turned the tide of a battle. With music, Dalius.” 


  She wasn’t focused on him anymore. Cara saw herself singing, remembered standing on the roof. 


  “Then I froze up. That’s when…I gave up. Me. I had a part. Be the hero. And I didn’t do it. Me. The 


  [Actor]. I was afraid. So I lied. Tried to get out of it. Then—someone hit some sense into me and I went out there to strut my hour on the stage. I failed, and everyone died.” 


  She was crying again. Cara’s hands cut into the stone lip of the coffin. She forced the words out, her genuine confession. 


  Her failure. 


  “I tried. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t play the hero. I like being other characters because being me isn’t special or brave or good. I did try. But you know what?” 


  She turned her face to him, smiling bitterly through her tears. She saw the vague, glowing form of the 


  [Knight] there. 


  She heard no response. Cara O’Sullivan…reached out. She looked at the death magic and hesitated. Too afraid to touch it and feel herself dying. That was it. Cara whispered. 


  “I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t stop it. I tried. I tried to sing. But what can a song do? I tried to play my part, but I didn’t believe it. That’s the only thing. I couldn’t believe in the hero. I failed at acting 


  because I never bought the part. No experience. I have never had one nor seen one. So how could I ever believe I could save someone?” 


  Cara gazed ahead blindly. 


  “No one has ever saved me. In my darkest hours—all that happened was that tomorrow arrived. My heroes turned out to be made of stained glass. I didn’t believe in you being a good man. I should have. I never even told you my real name.” 


  She didn’t look at him, and she heard nothing. Cara went on, staring at nothing. 


  “My name is Sidheag. Not Cara. I took the name from someone else in my world. It’s all fake.” 


  She looked past Dalius. Back the way she had come. Towards the empty town. The sight she would never be able to erase however long she lived. She swallowed. 


  “…It should all be fake. But Dalius? They died. I saw the undead. I saw the [Necromancer] and I thought he was a good man when I met him at first. There are monsters. I thought my world was worse than yours because we had monsters too. They just wear people’s faces. I thought we had no heroes and that was fine. All we need is law. Law and order and ordinary people doing the right thing even if it’s easier to look away. But here?” 


  She was shaking. A giant of dead flesh and bone loomed before her. A man raised an army to slaughter the living. A brave man and woman and girl died for no reason. Cara shook with revulsion. 


  “No one can save them. Not me. Ordinary people can’t slay giants. I need…Afiele needs…” 


  She turned to him and saw a weary face and two tired eyes. He was watching her. Cara spoke. 


  “Dalius. If there was a hero in this dark hour, it should be you. Can I…can I believe in you?” 


  The [Knight] stirred. Ser Dalius looked at Cara. His eyes searched her face, searching for…something. 


  Perhaps he found it, but he still shook his head. 


  “I am no hero. I was just a [Knight]. Better men and women than me lie buried here, Cara—Sidheag.” 


  Cara stared into the tomb. She thought she saw a golden flash. Yet—she looked back and his was brighter, even crossed with the dark magic. 


  “But they’re not here. Afiele needs someone. And there’s only you and me.” 


  He opened and closed his hands, helplessly. 


  “Neither of us have the power to break these chains. I’ve tried.” 


  Desperately, the [Knight] strained, but the death magic didn’t so much as budge. He fought, his form glowing. But he couldn’t break the magic. 


  Sidheag reached out and felt the life leaving her. She pulled—and then fell back. Dalius looked at her as Sidheag stood up. She grabbed the magic again and heaved. The [Knight] shook his head, speaking to her. 


  “Stop it. Sometimes we are weak. I died to plague. I could not overcome that.” 


  She turned on him, furious. 


  “But you came back. You came back from death! What’s the point? There is magic in this world. Magic and Skills and—what’s the point if we can’t do the impossible?” 


  He strained again, and gave up. The [Knight] looked at Sidheag. 


  “I…I—thought I was chosen for some great destiny. For a purpose. I waited for someone to call out to me. But no one did. I went mad with loneliness until I met you. Alone, I was just a worthless ghost. I felt the most alive when I had to guide you. Protect you.” 


  His form glowed. The [Knight] pulled. Sidheag regarded the bindings, but they gave no sign of weakening. Her hands were shaking. She didn’t have the strength to even pull. 


  Dalius didn’t give up. His voice was strained. He fought, with no hope of success—then his eyes opened wide. He turned his head. 


  “Sidheag. Cara. You—you lied one last time.” 


  She hesitated. Dalius was fighting, and she was helpless, unable to even hold the magic. She tried to assure him. 


  “I didn’t. Truly!” 


  “You did.” 


  The ghost hissed. He looked at Sid, straight into her eyes. His eyes were alight with emotion. 


  “You did! The lie—did you fool yourself? You said a song did not matter. But it did. It saved you from my blade. I was mad. But the song gave me sanity. The song! It matters. Sing for me, Cara. Sidheag. If you crave a miracle—then give me one. Believe in that. Your music. Give me the strength to break my chains and fulfill my vow!” 


  She hesitated. Ser Dalius shouted at her, glowing brighter. Straining against the magic that bound him. 


  The [Singer] closed her eyes. She was afraid. Afraid to try—and fail again. 


  And if she failed? If she failed…if she failed, so what? The worst had happened. 


  Do I believe my voice can break magic? Do I truly think I can shatter an enchantment with a song? 


  Sidheag’s legs faltered as she stood. She looked up as she caught herself, and saw Dalius fighting. He could not sweat. He had no body left, but his eyes shone with every fiber of his being fighting. He was watching her. Waiting. 


  How could she answer that? With proof there could be that miracle? 


  I have never had one, though I called and turned to mine. The [Actress] stood with no script, no vision, and no certainty. So she looked at Dalius and wondered one thing. 


  Could she pretend? Could she play that part well enough to fool them both? She did not know what it looked like. She had never experienced it. But… 


  Did she want to believe in it? Cara thought of Culin. Of Seraphel, Lord Lantal, Lady Risel. Sasi. 


  “If there is any justice in this world, there should be miracles.” 


  Ser Dalius stopped struggling as the young woman walked backwards. She stood among the graves, poised. As if she were on stage before an audience of countless thousands. And she was. 


  The dead of Afiele lay resting. Sidheag looked around. And then at Dalius. A grave marked in golden lettering flashed. If the dead could listen—the [Singer] inhaled. 


  Then listen to this. 


  “Ladies and gentlemen. This is my first song to you, and my last. I have sung before. I wasn’t strong enough to stop the undead. But it helped a friend. It made children laugh. I—don’t know if a song can save anyone. But people surely can. If only they choose to. I call them. On you, Dalius. And on you all.” 


  She spun. Sidheag shouted into the empty tomb. The [Knight] heard the fury in her voice. 


  “Afiele! You were supposed to protect your home! Instead you destroyed it! Rise! You should have turned and fought! Do you need a song? Fine then. I’ll sing until Afiele’s children remember their oaths! 


  Even if only one man will! One [Knight] to champion the dead of millenia! For he did not forsake his vows while the rest of you did! Nor will he now.” 


  She turned to him. The [Knight] looked up at her, drinking in her words. He wanted to believe in her. 


  She—him. Was it a lie or truth? 


  If she believed hard enough… 


  The [Singer] inhaled. She sang, her voice clear and loud. Dalius tried to rise. He saw her, the living, breathing figure in front of him. Her voice was alone in the darkness. 


  Weight of the World from Nier Automata. 


  The dead didn’t move. Sidheag pleaded with them, looking into Dalius’ eyes. His gaze burned. 


  She sang with fire, anger for injustice. The [Singer] saw the [Knight] attempting to stand. He was screaming, the bindings holding him growing brighter as he fought the magic. She sang over it. 


  She closed her eyes. Sidheag saw Dalius failing. The song—was it just a song? Her voice faltered. She looked at her friend. He needed more than just music. She hesitated. There was a terrible fear in his eyes. 


  If I can’t answer you—what then? What then? 


  Cara looked around. She took a breath— 


  Then she reached out and touched his cheek. Her fingers froze. The ghost’s very being froze her skin, turned her blood to ice. 


  She didn’t pull away. Dalius looked at her. He said something. Sidheag sang on. She cupped his head in her hands as she bent, smiling. Until he rose, she held him. 


  He was as immaterial as a breeze. As frozen as the coldest moment of winter. But there was something there. He was more than a ghost. More than just magic and memory. She reminded him of that. 


  Touched him, as she saw her fingers turn pale—and then begin to turn dark from the fingertips. He told her to pull her hands away. 


  She refused. 


  Cara whispered to him, as frost covered her arms. The magic sapped her energy. The touch of death. 


  Sidheag tried to lift him up. The [Knight] cried out her name as she closed her eyes. Her heart…she reached out and pulled. 


  Dalius saw Cara fall. The [Singer]’s voice faltered. He felt the magic of Afiele running through the ground, around her. The magic of death, which was meant for him. Not for her. Yet she called on it. Called on him and Afiele with her song. 


  Then her voice trailed off and she fell. Collapsing soundlessly as he reached for her. Dalius tried to catch her. 


  But he had let her down. 


  She lay on the ground as the ghost raged. He was too weak! And—he felt it. Heard it. 


  A coffin’s lid moved. It tumbled to the ground with a crash. The [Knight] saw a body rise. Something crept out of the grave made for him. 


  A body moved in death. Eyes glowed bright blue with fire. A Ghoul moved. Dalius tried to reach Sidheag as she lay there. He— 


  Failed. And wept as he saw more shadows moving. The [Knight] cursed his existence. His worthless second chance! He saw the dead figure moving. He saw the undead face turn. 


  A man. A [Farmer] in life. A son of Afiele! Dalius saw the undead reach out— 


  And grab the spells that bound him. Skeletal bones touched death without fear. 


  The [Knight]’s eyes grew round. A grave face—rotted, but a man’s—looked down at him. The eyes focused on the [Knight]. Dalius saw the man pull. And then another hand joined him. 


  A young woman, half-skeleton, her eyes shining with purple fire in their sockets. A daughter of Afiele. 


  Another hand. A young man, still wearing the armor he had died in. 


  The dead of Afiele rose to fulfill their promise. They stood, shaking off dust, coming back through the veil. They stood, stumbling, reaching out, and took hold of Dalius’ chains. 


  They tore at the magic. The [Knight] pulled—and, at last, Dalius felt his bindings breaking. He tore an arm free, and the air shook with his voice. A cry of triumph. Then he bent towards the figure on the ground. 


  The [Singer]’s head didn’t move, but her eyes flickered. In the depths of her consciousness, that dark world, she heard a voice. 


  [Singer Level 20!] 


  [Conditions Met: Singer → Grave Singer Class!] 


  [Skill – Song of Death’s Call obtained!] 


  It was cold. But someone touched her. Sidheag felt herself rising. A warm hand touched her. Pulled her up. She glanced up, blinking. Someone helped her to her feet, and she weakly leaned on the figure. But who was so…? 


  “Dalius?” 


  He stood in front of her. The [Knight] lowered his hand and stared at it. Cara/Sidheag watched the frost melting on her arm. The ghost looked at her, and then around the tomb. 


  Glowing eyes filled the darkness. Worn bodies. At first, Cara was reminded of the horrors she had seen and quailed. 


  Then—she regarded them. Men and women. Some bearing cloth, others worn to bone. Yet they stood with the dignity of the grave, without madness, watching her and Dalius. 


  Afiele’s children stood there. Waiting. 


  An army of the dead. Cara’s tongue moved in her mouth, but she had no words. There were a thousand things to say. Cara looked at Dalius in the silence. And let all but one be unspoken. The [Knight] slowly bowed to her. He smiled gently, then put a hand on his sword. He drew it and saluted her. Saluted the tomb and his people. Dalius looked at Cara and nodded. 


  “Miss Sidheag. Afiele calls for us. Shall we go?” 


  The [Singer] from another world looked up at him. She smiled. 


  “Yes.” 


  They walked, living and dead, hand in hand. To the end. And Afiele’s children followed, to lay their kin to rest. 




  1.16 P 


  The [Necromancer]’s army of the dead marched on the bastion of House Ladel at the end. A castle, taller and far more fortified than Afiele’s keep. 


  But he had brought the giant. And an army capable of damning the living by sheer numbers. He had ignored Afiele’s fleeing people to seek his true target. The [Princess] of Calanfer was not his quarry. 


  She could have fled, but Seraphel had not. She marched now, surrounded by the Thronebearers of Calanfer. Next to the people of Afiele, every man, woman, and child. Following the Lord of Afiele. They saw the army of the dead surrounding the castle. 


  The undead had sieged the castle for five days and nights. The Zombie Giant had withstood all assaults. 


  Magic spells bound to the castle’s walls, Skills—the bravery of Duchess Grishen’s soldiers—it had availed them not. 


  So long as the [Necromancer] lived—he could repair even the most egregious of damage to his creation. 


  Now—the giant brought its fist down and the enchanted stones of the castle shook. 


  “Today House Ladel ends!” 


  The [Necromancer]’s amplified, magical voice was triumphant. His army numbered over twenty thousand. Three more armies held the roads from Ovela and Menorome. 


  There were no reinforcements. Duchess Grishen stood on the battlements, watching the giant swing again. The castle shook. 


  “So we die. Bring me my horse. I’ve chosen the spot to do it. And I will bring down that damned 


  [Necromancer] or his giant, at least.” 


  The [Duchess] stared down at the [Necromancer]. He stood safely out of arrow and spell range, shielded by Draug and Crypt Lords as he ordered his giant forwards. Beside him stood a little girl, swaying. The 


  [Duchess] vowed to set her free. 


  “Princess. Your father demands you flee. He orders us to drag you to safety.” 


  Ser Dalimont rode next to Seraphel. The [Princess] was shaking. She could see the giant ahead of her. 


  Trying to bring down the castle and break the gates or wall so the undead could slay the defenders. The Duchess had evacuated her people, letting the [Necromancer] focus his ire on her. 


  But the people of Ladel marched on the army of the dead. Next to their neighbors, the people of Afiele. 


  Violetta walked with Idelt, a spear in her hands. The [Cellist]’s face was pale. Idelt had a terrible cut across his belly and arm for which there was no potion to heal. 


  They could have all run. But the Duchess had not. And they had all seen Sasi. Their [Lord] had refused to run. 


  He had to lay her to rest. Culin walked at the head of the army. They were outnumbered. 


  But the [Necromancer] had to die. 


  It was a compulsion greater than their lives. Lord Lantal Afiele was dead. Lady Risel Afiele had perished. 


  Lady Sasi—too many. Afiele’s folk would rather die than let the monster live. 


  He saw them coming. The [Necromancer] turned his head incredulously. 


  “The [Princess] of Calanfer? Afiele’s people and Ladel’s. Fools. Have they lost their senses?” 


  It would be a slaughter. The Draug turned, and the Crypt Lords stirred. Dozens of them. These were not elite warriors but villagers. Farmers. Yet they marched. 


  Princess Seraphel du Marquin saw the [Necromancer]. She looked at Ser Dalimont as he walked next to her. 


  “If my father has ordered you to take me away, Ser Dalimont, why are you not abducting me? You will have to drag me away. I will not run away. This…is as fitting a destiny I could ask for. I can think of no greater honor than to be here.” 


  The Thronebearer looked past Seraphel. Towards the [Lord] of Afiele. 


  “His Majesty’s will is absolute, Your Highness. I am sworn to obey the Throne of Calanfer, as are we all.” 


  He gestured at the [Knights] in their battered armor. They had never looked poorer. They had never seemed more glorious to Seraphel. 


  “Well then?” 


  She tilted her head, waiting. Ser Dalimont saluted her with his good arm. 


  “I follow the will of Calanfer’s Eternal Throne. And she has chosen to stay.” 


  The [Princess] met the [Knight]’s gaze in astonishment. She saw the other [Knights] raise their blades. 


  She smiled then. And her head rose. 


  “Onwards, then! In the name of Afiele! For Lord Lantal and Lady Risel and the memory of the dead!” 


  There was no other speech. The [Necromancer] swung his army around, letting the giant and a third of the undead siege the castle. The remainder was enough to beat back the ragtag army. He made the undead advance slowly. Waiting for them to retreat. 


  Afiele’s folk came on. The people of Ladel stared in horror at the Draug, the Crypt Lords, the faces of their friends and relatives. And still they marched. 


  “It brings me no joy. But if I must slaughter every last person in Afiele and Ladel, I will. Fools that don’t even know when to flee deserve death.” 


  The [Necromancer] gritted his teeth, addressing no one—perhaps the swaying figure next to him. He looked away, back towards the castle. And saw—a concealed postern door open. A flurry of fighting, the bloom of magic. He stared and then grinned mirthlessly. 


  Seraphel halted. The people of Afiele and Ladel saw a small group of sixty or less fighting through the undead. Grishen’s elites. And among them—unmistakable even from afar… 


  “She’s fleeing?” 


  The [Duchess] raced away from her castle, abandoning the countless people inside. She and a small bodyguard raced ahead, towards a distant group of Ashwheat fields that grew plentifully in Ladel. Trying to…lose the [Necromancer]’s undead. 


  Using Afiele’s last attack to escape? The [Necromancer] laughed and laughed. 


  “See how true nobility behaves?” 


  Again, he addressed only the puppet of a figure since there was no one else to talk to. He turned, pointed. 


  “Kill her.” 


  The undead split a third time. The giant lumbered after the [Duchess], and the fastest undead pursued. 


  The [Necromancer] himself turned and watched. 


  The Ghouls were as fast as the horses. They circled, driving the riders left and right. The Duchess was making for the fields. But the [Necromancer] was moving his undead around her en masse, to cut her off even if she tried to make a break through the tall, black wheat. 


  The giant closed in, trampling the crop ready to harvest. Seraphel hesitated. Culin stared at Grishen. 


  Trying to run away? 


  Grishen? 


  No. The Duchess of House Ladel planted herself in the fields. She saw the dead breaking off their attack on the castle. She stared at the little figure leading them. 


  “No sense at all in your head, boy. But a fine man. As fine as your father. You should have the time to grow. Well. My brave soldiers, this is where we die. Among Ashwheat and on our lands!” 


  She planted her feet on the ground and drew her mace. The sixty-odd [Warriors] cheered her name. 


  “House Ladel! The Duchess!” 


  “The Kingdom of Shade! Afiele and glory!” 


  The Duchess Grishen grinned as she saw the giant lumbering through the wheat towards them. The Ghouls were already advancing. One leapt out of the midnight wheat at her; she brought her mace down and crushed its skull. 


  “Wait…wait! Now! I will see that monstrosity burn! Light the torches!” 


  The [Necromancer] saw the first bloom of fire. He whirled. 


  “What? Turn back!” 


  He shouted. Too late. The first woman tossed the flaming torch she had lit into the Ashwheat field. More of Duchess Grishen’s [Warriors] did the same. 


  They did not run. The [Duchess] lit her own flaming brand, and she touched it to the wheat. The Zombie Giant was too far into the fields. The spread-out warriors were igniting the crop. 


  “Burn in Rhir’s hell.” 


  The [Duchess] saw the giant trying to turn. Her warriors assailed it, slowing it by hacking at the legs just as Lantal had done. The fires licked up and the [Duchess] felt the heat growing. She raised her mace, laughing wildly. The [Necromancer] saw the Zombie Giant and a third of his army struggling to flee before they went up in flames. He cried out. 


  “No!” 


  And a drop of water struck the Duchess on the nose. Grishen blinked. She looked up. 


  “What the—” 


  Another drop struck her torch, making it sizzle. The [Duchess] swore. 


  “Not now. Of all the times to—” 


  The skies opened up. A sudden shower burst from Noelictus’ dreary, grey overhead. Just…chance. The burgeoning fires went out. 


  The [Necromancer] breathed. He laughed, hysterically. With relief. Some chance rain! Fate was on his side! 


  “Kill them!” 


  He pointed into the fields. The undead reversed their flight. The Zombie Giant kept lumbering away, though, just in case. It moved towards Seraphel’s army and the people of Afiele advanced again. 


  Grishen stared at the fleeing giant as her warriors circled her. The plan had failed. She let the torch fall to the ground and looked up bitterly. 


  “Damned rain.” 


  The fires died as the [Necromancer] laughed and his minions advanced. He waited for them as the giant loomed overhead, drawing closer. 


  Culin of House Afiele gazed ahead. Seraphel saw him shaking and put her hand on his shoulder. 


  “Stand with me, Lord Culin. We must stand. And see our people’s bravery to the end, musn’t we?” 


  He looked up at her. Culin’s lips moved. 


  “I—I wish I was stronger. I could have saved her. And Father and Mother and…” 


  The [Princess] closed her eyes. 


  “I wish I was stronger too, Culin. But we are here. It has been an honor.” 


  He nodded and they waited together. The army spread out, preparing to meet the undead. There was a desperate shout from Dalimont. 


  “Princess! Lord Culin! Another force of undead to the southwest!” 


  Seraphel turned. Her heart sank. 


  Undead were coming up on Afiele’s flank. Not more than a few hundred. But the people looked up and cried out in mortal fear as they saw what was leading the other force. 


  A flying figure. As pale as a dream but terribly real. A class of undead beyond even a giant. 


  A ghost. A [Knight] in armor, who flew ahead of the undead. Seraphel closed her eyes. Culin stared up in numb despair. It was wrong. Yet he almost thought the ghost was beautiful. 


  Ancient armor shining under rain and the dark skies. A pale, azure glow, and a face not torn by rot or death. He looked noble, not like a specter of death. Culin looked towards the monster who had conjured him and saw—the robed figure had paused. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Necromancer] had spotted the second force of undead. His breath caught. Feren stared at that familiar shape. And the other undead. He hesitated. 


  “I—didn’t conjure them. Rogue undead? What is—” 


  His tongue froze in his mouth when he saw the [Knight]. He backed up. 


  “But I was sure I captured—” 


  Then he heard the song. It came from the marching undead. Feremont realized the undead were also— 


  Different. They walked, not with the mindless malice of his creations, but with purpose. He sensed no hunger against the world, no hatred of life. 


  Yet they were angry. So angry. A righteous anger, an all-consuming rage against what had been done to their lands. 


  Sons and daughters of Afiele, their eyes glowing bright. But how? How? 


  Then he heard the song and saw where it came from. From a young woman walking amidst the dead. 


  She was not of Afiele, living, yet they permitted her presence. His eyes fixed on her, and he recoiled. 


  It wasn’t a song with words. It was slow, summoning the dead, calling them. 


  To war. 


  


  —— 


  


  Seraphel’s eyes widened as she heard the voice. She turned and found the young woman walking there. 


  She breathed in disbelief. 


  “Cara?” 


  Sidheag sang. The ghost of a [Knight] flew towards Afiele’s army, weightless, as fast as a horse. Dalimont bellowed, raising his sword in desperation. 


  “Stop him! Defend the [Princess] and Lord of Afiele!” 


  The people surged towards the ghostly knight. But he landed as softly as a feather in front of Culin, too fast for them. And— 


  Knelt. 


  The living drew back in fear, Dalimont shielding Seraphel. Yet the ghost drew no weapon. He knelt as the dead halted before the living, and looked up at the [Lord] of Afiele. He beheld the living, so few in number, and his features twisted in grief. Though he did not need it, he took a slow breath before speaking, head still bowed. 


  “Lord Afiele. I beg your forgiveness. I was the guardian of Afiele’s Tomb. My weakness let the 


  [Necromancer] raise an army. But for the aid of the [Singer], I would have remained imprisoned. I come to you now, with Afiele’s loyal dead, to make amends.” 


  The boy stared at him. He stared past the [Knight]. At Cara. She stood there, as the dead of Afiele waited. They looked…like they had in life. Their eyes were bright. Their features changed by time and death, yet still familiar. But still they stood. 


  Culin gulped and pointed at the ghost with a shaking finger. 


  “What are you?” 


  “Milord. I am Ser Dalius Bedornial of the Order of Shadowed Blooms. A son of Afiele in ages past! I died millennia ago. But I swore to defend Afiele and I still yet exist, though my bones are dust.” 


  His eyes blazed with life. The [Knight] stood and drew his greatsword. He knelt, planting the blade deep in the soil. He spoke, head bowed, gazing at the distant [Necromancer]. 


  “I have failed Afiele once. Never again. Sire, allow me to fight until the end. Until the last fiber of my soul perishes or the enemy is vanquished. Please, Lord. Allow me my redemption. Give me the command.” 


  Culin turned to Seraphel. Then past Dalius at the dead. At Sidheag. His empty, focused gaze sparked. He glared at Dalius with grief, hands clenched into shaking fits. 


  “Father called for you. Where were you?” 


  “I could not answer his call. I failed.” 


  Dalius closed his eyes and bowed his head. Culin reached for the little dagger he carried and then let his hand fall away. He looked at Dalius. 


  “You were too late. You were too late. But—my sister is there.” 


  He pointed. His eyes shone. He looked at Dalius, pleadingly. The ghost shone in the fading light. 


  The [Necromancer] had halted his giant. He stared at Dalius. And at the [Singer]. With hatred. Anger. 


  Fear. He tried to control the dead, but someone was interfering with his magic. 


  A song. 


  “Please. Save us.” 


  Culin whispered. Ser Dalius nodded. He rose, lifting his greatsword. Ser Dalimont backed away. He stared at the ancient [Knight] of old as Dalius turned his head to him. 


  “Ser Knight. I know not your Order or sigilry. Yet, throughout the ages, our vows endure. I salute you in the name of the Order of the Shadowed Blooms of Noelictus. To whom do I speak?” 


  The [Knight] looked at Dalius, at a loss for words. Then, he slowly lifted his sword and tried to salute him. 


  “…Dalimont of the Thronebearers of Calanfer.” 


  Dalius’ head bowed. The ghost traced an ancient greeting in the air with his left hand and looked Dalimont in the eyes. 


  “Then I beg you, permit me the first charge against the foe.” 


  “Of—of course.” 


  The [Knight] nodded weakly. Ser Dalius took a breath, though he was undead, and rose upwards. Into the sky. The ranks of the living parted as the dead of Afiele advanced. Cara walked with them. The wordless song still in her throat. She could feel the [Necromancer] fighting her. 


  He was snarling, fighting with his magic against her music. She met his eyes across the distance, across the souls bound to this world to destroy it, and those who had returned to guard it. His eyes and hers. 


  His desperate, hating, wretched stare. Wavering as she looked at him. Cara sang louder, drawing on her anger. Her grief. Her fury towards him that no words could express fully. 


  She refused to give him Afiele’s dead. And the greatest among them, Ser Dalius, floated in the air. 


  The [Necromancer]’s army still outnumbered them. Mindless undead moving forth. Yet—as they drew closer, their stumbling march slowed. Burning flames, glowing eyes, locked on Dalius. 


  As if they recognized him. 


  The ranks of Afiele’s dead slowed, and the ghost halted. He floated above the ground, and his greatsword rose. One-handed, he pointed it upwards. Marking his foe. 


  The Zombie Giant was moving. Advancing. A pallid mass of rotten flesh, sloughing off, discolored, stinking, blotting out parts of the sky itself. Destruction of the living embodied. A foe no normal mortal could face. 


  Dalius’ eyes glowed with a burning anger. The [Knight] cried out, his voice ringing with fury and grief such that the living and dead heard him. 


  “Sons and daughters of Afiele, forwards! In death or life—defend your home! Remember your vows! Let none of these abominations live. [Singer]—give us the strength to bring death back to Afiele!” 


  Dalius looked back towards her. Sidheag raised her voice in reply. 


  The undead in the [Necromancer]’s army shifted. For a second, their blank hatred faded. Some of them shook themselves, like dreamers beginning to wake. 


  


  —— 


  


  Feremont cursed. He fought to control the vast horde. But he had not the power to control each one. 


  And they were turning—zombies clawing at Draug, who smashed them down. Skeletons attacking Ghouls. Only the Crypt Lords were united, controlling the undead around them with dark malice and hatred. 


  The song. It woke the dead. The swaying little figure next to Feremont slowly raised her head. Yet the 


  [Necromancer] seized the minds of the dead, ordering them forwards. 


  “Kill them. Slaughter them. For revenge! For…” 


  He thought he heard an echo of his voice. Until he heard the voices and realized the call for vengeance came from them. 


  Feremont blinked. He looked up again and saw her eyes. Living eyes, not reversed by death magic. Yet… 


  He thought he saw a reflection and hesitated. 


  


  —— 


  


  Dalius saw the moment of confusion and screamed, for the living and dead to hear. 


  “Forwards! For Afiele and the Kingdom of Shade!” 


  He charged through the air. The undead giant swung at him and Dalius passed through the arm. He slashed downwards, his sword cutting through the giant’s flesh with ease. Then he flew higher, raking the blade across the monstrosity’s body. Going for the head. 


  The [Necromancer] cursed as the undead army struggled to advance, fighting itself. 


  “For Afiele and Calanfer! Charge!” 


  Princess Seraphel shouted. The living raced forwards and met the dead with a roar of fury, spending their grief in the first charge and fighting onwards. Undead men and women wrestled, leaping at each other, tearing with teeth or nails as living figures stabbed and hacked desperately. 


  Sidheag sang among the fighting, seeing the undead and Afiele’s people fighting two-to-one. Three-to-one, outnumbered by their ancestors held in thrall of the [Necromancer]. The [Duchess] made her stand amid the fields, fighting with a vengeance. Even the [Princess] advanced, protecting Culin with the Thronebearers. 


  Culin, held back, saw Cara and the undead she had brought fighting ahead of him. He whispered as he looked for his sister, lost among the enemy. He looked up at Ser Dalius, cutting the giant as he flew, invulnerable to the crushing blows, descending like a comet to slash down a Draug with a single blow. 


  Yet he was only one ghost and there were too many of the dead. Even so, Culin’s eyes were locked onto him. 


  “Help us. Please.” 


  His voice mixed with Dalius’ cry of fury and guilt. The ghost flew towards the [Necromancer], but a lance of light struck him out of the air. He flew upwards again, dodging another burst of harsh radiance. 


  Refusing to fall. 


  The Lord of Afiele and the ghost moved forwards against their foe. Outnumbered but desperate. Dalius was still shouting. Crying out for retribution. Justice. 


  “For Afiele! Fight for Afiele!” 


  Who said it? The boy? The [Knight]? 


  Both. They both screamed for vengeance. The living and dead demanding the same thing. 


  Vengeance. Vengeance and retribution for Afiele. Their voices were lost among the battlefield, one among thousands. But at last, something heard their cry… 


  And the Tomb of Afiele stirred. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Singer]’s voice was faltering—only her Skill kept the song going. Sidheag stood there, singing. The Draug were immune to her song. She was no [Necromancer]. Only the sheer numbers let her fight for control of the undead. And he was distracted. 


  Ser Dalius was screaming. The [Necromancer]’s spells burned through the air, striking the ghost. No death magic, but spells made of light and fire—spells to kill the ghost. Yet Dalius refused to die. The spells seared his essence, causing him pain, but he fought onwards, cutting across the dead, flying— 


  Yet their attack was faltering. The [Necromancer]’s forces were taking their toll on the living. Sidheag’s undead were being smashed to pieces. She saw a Draug forcing Idelt back as the man rained blows down on its face. But the Draug forced him back, and a Ghoul leapt and knocked a young woman off her feet despite the spear. 


  “Violetta!” 


  Sidheag cried out. The undead faltered around her, losing direction. She saw the Ghoul biting at Violetta as her friend screamed and tried to fight it off with her bare hands. Idelt charged the Ghoul, but Violetta was pinned. She cried out as Sidheag saw the Ghoul open its mouth and bite at her— 


  A pale, transparent blade severed its head. The [Singer] stared. Ser Dalius? 


  No. The figure rose from the earth. She swung her sword, her armor gleaming. Faded color, black and white and gold, shone on her armor. Even her skin was pale, almost pure white. The skin of someone who had lived her entire life under Noelictus’ skies. Her hair was yet black, but crossed with the faintest streaks of blonde, like veins of gold running through a dark sky. 


  The ghost rose from the earth and swung her blade again. She speared a zombie through the chest. She turned her head and raised her sword. A sharp face, eyes like a hawk. A voice used to crying out in desperate battlefields. Yet never with despair or defeat. She roared, her voice echoing under the clear sky. 


  “To Afiele! With me!” 


  Sidheag saw another glowing form. A spear rose from the earth, held by a figure in armor. A man as old as her late grandfather, hair leaving a bald pate, over which a lopsided helm covered a grim face. 


  A man fit to be a farmer. Yet a ghost wearing ancient soldier’s armor. Eyes burning cold. The pikeman stepped, bent low, like an arrow, and his huge pike ran through the Draug attacking Idelt. The 


  [Blacksmith] stumbled back, face pale. 


  The third ghost swung the pike up, cutting the huge undead apart from the inside. His teeth were bared, and he set himself in a line of one, looking around, confused—but a warrior of a thousand battles Sidheag had never known. 


  The woman who had appeared first was still shouting, looking around. 


  “Rally to the Lord of the Fields! Rally to me! Where is the Order of the Shadowed Blooms? Where are the Deathchosen? The Last Regiment? Where are the honor guard?” 


  Her hair streamed behind her as she and the second ghost cleared a path. Her sword flashed faster than the eye could see; she hacked down the undead around Violetta and Idelt and whirled, attacking while guarding the living. 


  She weaved through the battlefield, slashing a zombie’s head from its neck, carrying the sword down, left, to cut through an arm and torso, up through a Ghoul’s face—a glittering line that never stopped felling her foes. The old pikeman charged after her, running through three undead—and more were coming still. 


  More ghosts were rising across the battlefield. A huge figure swung an axe and cleared everything around him, cutting through torsos with ease. A scaled figure with a staff raised it and burned a Crypt Lord with ghostly fire. An ancient standard rose, as a young woman, practically a girl, held it aloft, a shortsword in her other hand. They were screaming the same thing. 


  “For the Fields of Afiele!” 


  Sidheag stared. The ghosts all cried out the same words, fighting together, assailing the dead. 


  But they were bewildered. The woman in armor, the first to rise, was shouting. Dozens of ghosts were on the field, yet she seemed bewildered, as if this were not enough. 


  “I said, to me! The Gravewarden calls for you to honor your vows! Where—where are you all?” 


  Her voice faltered. She looked about, and Sidheag saw her confusion. Uncertainty. Over two hundred ghosts had risen from the ground. But the woman looked shocked. 


  “Where are Afiele’s legions? First Spear, answer me! Where are your warriors?” 


  She demanded of the spearman. He snarled. 


  “They are gone! They do not rise!” 


  “Have they been laid to their final rest? What has happened while we slept? Where—you.” 


  The woman flew through the air. She landed in front of Ser Dalimont. Her sword was at the [Knight]’s throat in a moment. 


  “Thronebearer of Calanfer! Has your wretched get come to destroy Noelictus once more?” 


  Dalimont froze. His sword had come up, but the other blade was touching the flesh of his throat. He made no move as he looked at the woman. His lips moved, and a thin line of red trickled from his cut skin as he breathed. 


  “What—who are you?” 


  For answer, the ghost of a woman pirouetted and slashed through a charging skeleton. She flicked her sword back, so fast Dalimont didn’t have time to move. The tip of her sword touched his golden armor. 


  The woman glared as she spoke, still looking about. 


  “I am Arteis Ladel of Afiele. [Paladin] of Noelictus! The Lord of Afiele calls us to battle once more! But where is the Gravewarden? Where is our army of thousands? What has happened?” 


  Sidheag heard and choked, but before she could say anything, Arteis swung around. Her desperate eyes had found something. 


  Ser Dalius. Arteis’ eyes widened. She pointed her sword up. 


  “There! The new Gravewarden!” 


  The other ghosts turned their heads. The [Paladin] seemed to recognize Ser Dalius by instinct. She pointed, rising into the air. Her voice rang out across the battlefield as the [Necromancer] stared in horror. She raised her blade, shouting to the ghosts. Now, a confidence returned to it. A determination that was fiery even beyond the grave. 


  “To the Gravewarden and your home! For Noelictus! Fight! Honor your vows, until the last shadow dies! 


  Charge!” 


  Her scream was met by a roar from the ghosts of Afiele. They streamed into the air, following her. They howled as they flew, and the ghost they followed turned. 


  Ser Dalius saw the other ghosts for the first time. His eyes went wide. He nearly dropped his greatsword, hand reaching out. 


  “It can’t—” 


  Dalius saw the woman flash past him. She went through the giant’s head and out the other side, her blade carving a hole through its flesh. Arteis turned, catching herself, and caught his eye. She laughed and saluted him. 


  “Gravewarden! Lead our charge!” 


  Dalius was lost for words—but then he dove at the giant, sword descending. The other ghosts followed him. 


  The Zombie Giant swung its arms, but struck nothing but incomporeal forms, while the ghosts surrounded the undead. They threw spells and began hacking it to pieces. 


  An army without blood to share or lives to lose. Invulnerable. Unstoppable. Yet Sidheag had eyes only for one. That woman who led the others, the [Paladin] who blazed against her foes. The [Singer] 


  whispered. 


  “Arteis Ladel.” 


  The [Paladin]. 


  Arteis circled, striking at the faltering giant again. Long-dead. Buried. She wore her death: a piece of shattered armor almost dead in the center of her chest. Fallen ages ago. 


  Yet she burns. 


  She burned even in death. The [Necromancer] backed away from the sight. The dead—the dead of Afiele! Ghosts! 


  “Impossible! So many? Where did they come from? How—how is this—” 


  They were besetting his army. Tearing apart his forces with contemptuous ease. A higher class of undead than he could summon. Not mindless figures but—people. 


  The folk of Afiele stared. Seraphel, the Thronebearers, the people of House Ladel—all lowered their blades. They had never dreamed of such a sight. 


  Duchess Grishen stared at the [Paladin] as she landed and cleaved through a group of Crypt Lords, roaring her fury. The old woman rubbed at her eyes with a gore-covered gauntlet. 


  “Arteis?” 


  She only stirred from the sight when she saw the figure in black robes fleeing. He left behind a silent little girl, running. No one was following him; the ghosts were attacking only the other undead, protecting the living. And the living were mesmerized. 


  “Necromancer!” 


  Grishen pointed. Her voice stirred the soldiers. They chased after the fleeing man, on horseback. The 


  [Necromancer] tried to make his undead mount go faster. The undead covered his retreat, fighting, holding back his pursuers. 


  He raced through the same fields Grishen had tried to burn. The rain was still falling lightly. Grishen, panting, clutched at her chest. Her heart—but the man was getting away. She aimed—and hurled her mace. 


  The enchanted weapon spun through the air, hit the undead horse’s leg. It snapped the bone, and the man went down with a cry. Grishen stumbled. She saw a Draug swinging its arms and fell back as her retainers surrounded her. The [Duchess] howled at her protectors. 


  “He cannot escape! Kill him! Forget me!” 


  He was getting away. 


  


  —— 


  


  The [Necromancer] ran through the Ashwheat, scrambling on all fours at first. He’d dropped his staff. 


  But he had to run. To run from the madness! Afiele could summon the ghosts of the past? Ailendamus had not told him about that! The Baron of Voleir would— 


  The [Necromancer] saw a shape moving through the wheat and flung himself backwards. But—then he saw the burning eyes. 


  A zombie. He relaxed. 


  “Ward my retreat! Attack anything that—” 


  He froze. The zombie was looking at him. It swung a slow arm, and the [Necromancer] backed up. 


  “Wh-what are you doing? Obey me.” 


  He looked around. But he’d dropped his staff. And he realized—there were more figures moving in the field of wheat. 


  Undead. 


  Feremont backed up. He tried to control them. But he was exhausted from the battle with the ghosts. 


  And without his staff—he heard a voice. Singing that wordless melody. 


  “Necromancer. You’re not the only one who can talk to the dead.” 


  There she was. Sidheag stood behind the shambling figures closing in on the [Necromancer]. He backed away. 


  “You. You—how are you doing this?” 


  The [Singer] looked at him. She broke off singing, for a moment. 


  “A song. I found a song to bring some justice into the world. To kill you, monster.” 


  Feremont stared at Sidheag. His lips moved. He laughed, mirthlessly. 


  “Me. Me, a—?” 


  The man hesitated. He turned and stared. At the dead. Then back at Sidheag. His eyes looked—dead. 


  “I have done all of this to punish them. You understand that. All of this.” 


  “All I hear are excuses. You…they didn’t do anything to you. Who are you punishing? You don’t know what justice is. You’re nothing more than a murderer.” 


  Feremont blanched. He began to speak, and one of Afiele’s dead reached for him. The [Necromancer] 


  battered the hands away. He snarled. 


  “This isn’t…this isn’t where I will die! I will bring every kingdom to ruin! No matter what it takes! 


  [Command Undead]! Slay her!” 


  The dead bodies jerked, swung around. Sidheag saw them reaching for her. She began to sing a countermelody to his magic—but the zombies kept stumbling towards her. 


  Feren laughed hysterically. She couldn’t defeat him. She didn’t have the levels, the power! Cara retreated a dozen paces, backing away from the figures moving through the Ashwheat. The rain was still falling and she almost slipped. Sidheag took a breath—and stopped singing. Yet she refused to run. 


  “No. Not this time.” 


  The falling rain pattered down around her. The captive dead shambled through the swaying dark wheat over their homeland. The [Necromancer] laughed, losing his grip on his soul. 


  Enough. So the [Singer] opened her mouth. And sang one last song. 


  “Confiteor Deo Omnipotenti. Beatae Mariae semper Virgini. Beato Michaeli archangelo. Sanctis apostolis omnibus sanctis.” 


  The reaching dead slowed, faltering. Feremont’s laughter died. He faltered, staring at Sidheag. 


  “What—what words are those?” 


  He had never heard the words Cara was singing before. It was a language not of this world. A dead language. A prayer for the deceased. 


  A song of heaven for the dead. They waited, wavering between his power and hers, eyes blazing with the light of the damned. The [Necromancer] tried to control them. But the song…he felt a terrible fear and turned to run. 


  “No, no!” 


  He ran. The [Singer] walked after him. Her song called the dead forwards, cutting off the man’s escape. 


  And then—calling something else into existence. 


  A spark of light. Fire. A little wisp of it. It landed on the wet Ashwheat and sizzled. But then another appeared. 


  And another. The wet field did not want to burn. The rain was still falling, a wet drizzle. 


  But the song consumed her. The fire appeared as Sidheag sang. It bloomed along the first stalk of wheat, a hot, righteous flame. Afiele’s crops welcomed the flame. It caught—and more flame began to burn. 


  Spreading. Following Feremont. 


  Hellfire, a song just for him. 


  The field smoldered. Smoke rose as more flames dried the water. Began to ignite the wheat. The 


  [Necromancer] screamed, dodging the fire, but it was spreading faster than he could run. 


  Sidheag sang, changing the words of the song. 


  The flames grew. Spreading around her. It burned Sidheag and the man. But she refused to let him flee. 


  The Ashwheat turned into a bonfire in seconds, despite the rain. Black wheat turned into an inferno. It spread around the two of them. She was burning, like him. The heat blistered her skin, and it was only beginning to grow. Yet she kept singing. Kept walking. 


  He would not run. Nor would she. 


  Sidheag found Feremont in a clearing, the undead blocking his escape. Zombies. People of Afiele, eyes glowing bright. Reaching for him, refusing to let him run. 


  On the other side, behind Sidheag, was a wall of fire, advancing slowly. Death and flame boxing the two in. Sidheag saw the man. He turned to her, begged for his life. 


  Like he still had a soul. He had, once. She had seen it. 


  A painful, wounded one. A right to anger and pain. Why did he toss it away? She looked him in the eyes, and he saw something he had lost somewhere. Slowly, Feremont’s hands fell. He waited. 


  Sidheag pointed at him as the fire licked at them both. 


  She waited as the flames closed around them both. 


  Sidheag waited for the fire. The [Necromancer] looked at the licking tongues of heat, and then at the undead. He laughed hysterically. The man looked at Sidheag. 


  “We love them. That is why they hunted us and killed us. I treated them so poorly, though. Come. I will make my amends.” 


  Feremont spread his arms and walked forwards. The dead tore at him. He did not stop laughing, even as Sidheag turned away. She walked towards the flames, and the dead stood, task done. They waited, as the fire engulfed them all. 


  Then they all burned. 


  They burned. The magical light in the undead’s eyes slowly faded as their bodies were consumed by the fire. Sidheag heard their souls whispering as they went. Or so she believed. She waited. Waited as the inferno closed around her. To claim the last sacrifice. 


  It never did. A hand reached down. No, two hands. From the sky. Sidheag looked up, and two ghosts took her arms. They lifted her up. 


  Dalius and Arteis. The flames engulfed the ground below her in a second—roared as they erased Feremont. The last of the undead. 


  Then—they went out. And the rain kept falling. Slowly, slowly, Sidheag drifted down. Her skin should have frozen and cracked—but it did not. She looked up and Arteis smiled. Her grip was… 


  Warm. 


  Sidheag touched the ground amid the ash in the field. She looked around, but nothing was left. No 


  [Necromancer]. No undead. 


  It was over. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara stood there a long while, as the fires grew and the smoke travelled up into the sky. As the dead of Afiele, so long kept here by death magic and torment, were put to rest. 


  Yet the ghosts remained. They knelt, to the little [Lord] of the Fields. To the living, as the [Princess] of Calanfer watched. Along with the [Knight] who was no longer alone. 


  But the guilt remained. The dead remained dead. And no one could truly bring them back. Cara wiped at her eyes. 


  Who was she weeping for? Him? Them all? She didn’t know. The two ghosts were circling the fields, looking for any stragglers. In the distance, the living had collapsed. Cara heard nothing but the falling rain. 


  Until she heard the faint crunch of footsteps on ash and turned. 


  “Dalius…?” 


  But it was not a ghost. Cara saw something…someone stumbling through the ash-field. She saw a little girl, wandering about, eyes blank. 


  Sasi’s gaze was blank as Cara stared at her. The little girl stared around. Searching for…the 


  [Necromancer]. The [Singer]’s mind went blank. She backed away as the small figure wandered towards her. Reaching for… 


  “No, no.” 


  This she couldn’t do. Cara recoiled. She backed away and then heard a second voice. 


  “Sasi?” 


  Cara turned. Who had said…? 


  Culin. He walked towards them. Somehow, he had followed them amidst the chaos, losing his bodyguards. He did not look for the [Necromancer], or at Cara. 


  He had eyes only for his sister. 


  Culin had a dagger in his hand. It was wet under the rain, but he hadn’t fought. He walked towards his sister, like he was dreaming. Yet his eyes were locked on her face. Cara moved to block him. No. Not like—Culin looked at her. His voice was trembling. 


  “She has to rest. I have to do it. It’s my responsibility.” 


  Sasi’s eyes slowly tracked Culin as he pulled away from Cara. He walked over to her. She swayed where she stood. 


  A little girl with torn clothing. Ashy from the fire. She looked at him blankly, breathing faintly. Her eyes were fluttering. Her right foot bandaged. Culin was shaking. He raised the dagger. His voice broke as he stumbled forwards. 


  “You can rest with Mother and Father.” 


  “No—” 


  Cara made a sound. The [Lord] wavered. His hand shook like a leaf. But his sister. Culin ran forwards with a scream. Cara saw Culin’s dagger plunge forwards. The blank little girl looked up— 


  And Sasi caught his arm. The boy froze. The girl gripped his arm. He raised his hand—and Sasi inhaled. 


  She…inhaled. Her mouth opened and she breathed in. Out. She held Culin’s arm with a shaking grip, and her eyes focused on the dagger. She blinked a few times. Then she looked at her little brother. The girl croaked. 


  “Culin?” 


  Culin’s face went pale. Sasi just stared at him. Blinking, as if coming out of a dream. He stuttered. 


  Disbelieving. Wanting to, but…the dagger pointed at her throat. 


  “But—Sasi? But the [Necromancer]—” 


  Sasi looked at him. No glowing eyes. No…Culin glanced down. At her bandaged and splinted foot. Sasi whispered, staring blankly around. 


  “He cast a spell on me.” 


  Cara saw the dagger drop from Culin’s hand. The boy reached out with trembling fingers, and touched his sister’s cheek. He wiped away a bit of soot mixed with the rain. Felt her warm cheek. She shivered and he gazed at her. Then he grabbed Sasi and hugged her. Without a word, she embraced him, tears running from their eyes. 


  The [Singer] was on her knees as she looked at the two. She… 


  Cara searched around the consumed fields. The ash. Nothing remained of the [Necromancer]. Cara looked at Sasi. Alive. 


  The remnants of a soul. 


  Feremont. 


  Cara would never thank him. Even so— 


  She was grateful. Cara ran forwards and hugged Sasi fiercely. The girl wept with her brother. Sidheag closed her eyes. She felt the rain soaking them all, as a ghost cried out and pointed, and the living found them. She wept for one bit of light in the darkness. 


  A miracle. 




  1.17 P 


  The air smelled like ash and fire as the last of the dead burned. In the distance, the pyres were fading. It had taken three days to burn the bodies and dispose of the last wandering zombies. 


  Yet it was done. Done, and done first. The gathering standing around the hilltop where the sons and daughters of House Afiele were laid to rest was quiet. 


  Villagers and townsfolk, guards and ghosts. Cara stood with the Thronebearers and Princess Seraphel, on the side of the gathering. 


  All eyes were on the two small figures standing before the plain, pale stone coffins upon which had been etched simple inscriptions. 


  Lord Lantal Afiele. 


  Lady Risel Afiele. 


  Onto their tombs had been etched their classes, their life written in short, simple verses. Cara had read the inscription as Culin and Sasi approved them. 


  They stood there, staring down at the lettering, painted silver. 


  Lord Lantal Afiele. Succeeded his father in protecting the people and fields of Afiele, gladly. His every day was spent in service of his home. Beloved by his people. His last hour he gave that his children might live. Rest now they are safe, [Lord of the Fields]. [Deathkeeper]. 


  Lady Risel Afiele. She dwelt in Noelictus’ capital and came to Afiele for love. These lands she tended welcomed her, for she made them her own. Loved by all. She gave her life in Afiele’s darkest hour for her son and daughter. They live, and she is avenged. Sleep without rising, [Lady of the Commonfolk]. 


  Simple graves. Without rich marble or enchantments to keep them forever. Soon, the silver paint would flake away, in the darkness. 


  Half of what had been written on each stone had already been there. Lord Lantal and Lady Risel had bought each coffin and written the first two lines. The rest had been said of them, but what they wrote said everything. 


  Succeeded his father in protecting the people and fields of Afiele, gladly. 


  She dwelt in Noelictus’ capital and came to Afiele for love. 


  Gladly. For love. They had only one sentence to write, and they chose that. Cara looked around. Her eyes were already filled, and not from the smoke. 


  The golden armor of the Thronebearers was tarnished. Not from battle or blood, but with dirt. With soot and toil. 


  The bodies had been burned. Even now, before the [Lord] and [Lady] of this land were laid to rest, the people knew their duty. 


  They had returned the undead to peace. Burnt them so they would never be used again. There was no way to find individuals—not more than a few. Each hand had worked, from the Duchess to the ghosts. 


  The ghosts stood behind the living. A small army of ghosts, just over two hundred. Men and women garbed in ceremonial armor, bearing weapons from a time before living memory. 


  Yet each one’s head was bowed. Some wept, or knelt, but they had no tears to give. They were ghosts, but Cara saw one of them standing next to the [Paladin], kneeling with his head almost pressed to the ground. They were ghosts, but they were people. 


  They had come too late. Just in time and far too late. Of all of them, the dead wore their guilt hardest. 


  The living grieved. Violetta clung to her father. The people of Landsmecht stood together. Each village represented, for they had all come. 


  Afiele’s folk, and Duchess Grishen’s people. The Duchess did not weep. She stood behind Culin and Sasi, head held high, back straight. At first, Cara had wondered if she cared. Then she saw every tense line of grieving, terrible pride. 


  Pride. Grief. Guilt. 


  It was nothing compared to the two silent figures standing before the coffins. 


  Culin and Sasi. 


  [Lord] and [Lady] of Afiele. It was not kind, this last. It was terribly harsh. Too cruel. 


  It was their duty to lay their parents to rest. They stood there, lost. Alive. 


  One because of his sister’s sacrifice. The other—because of some shred of humanity the [Necromancer] 


  had possessed. 


  No one would mourn him. No one had buried him. They had torched the field until naught but ash remained. No one would ever speak his name again. No one would mourn him, and that field would lie fallow forever. An unmarked grave for the monster who had called all this. 


  Yet Sasi lived. That was true, but not even Cara would mourn him. 


  The hill was quiet and cold. Culin was shivering in his pale, white clothing, but no one spoke a word. 


  Here lay tombstones. Lord Lantal’s father and mother lay here, and many generations of Afiele’s rulers. 


  Cara waited for a speech. She waited for words and knew they would never be enough. Her eyes were locked on the two children, but when one of them eventually raised her head, Sasi said nothing. Afiele’s folk were cleverer than that. She raised her head, looked around. Took Culin’s hand. He started, then clung to her. 


  Sasi took a quavering breath in the last days of fall and began to sing. Cara was surprised as the first uncertain notes of the girl’s voice rose into the air. A heartbeat later, Culin joined in. 


  It was like a hymn from her world. A slow, melancholy song like the ones Violetta played in the fields. 


  Yet…joyful? Cara closed her eyes and listened. 


  “As I walked among a meadow weary, 


  In a land of clouded skies 


  Each step I took was not so heavy 


  As I lay my burdens down.” 


  Voices joined the two, rising together. First Duchess Grishen, who sang crystal clear. Then Violetta and Idelt, and all of Landsmecht. The people of Afiele took up the song as Cara looked around. 


  Princess Seraphel was silent. She did not know this song. Nor the Thronebearers. Yet every person of Noelictus knew it. They sang together. 


  Loudly and softly. Choking on the words or taking each one carefully, giving it everything they had. 


  So many bodies. So many tears. This was a song for all of them. Afiele’s farewell. 


  “The Tomb of Afiele is calling 


  And when my last harvest comes 


  I shall sleep beneath the meadows 


  Of the home that I have loved.” 


  Then Cara heard a swell of voices, saw the last singers joining the song. The living folk of Afiele started, and the song wavered one moment. 


  Then it continued as Afiele’s people—their long-dead ancestors—joined in the singing. 


  They knew the words. Each ghost sang the exact same lyrics. Arteis. [Knights] and valorous [Mages] of old. 


  And…Dalius. He met Cara’s eyes a moment, his shining with tears he could never weep. He sang with the others. Of everything—that had never altered. 


  “Bury me among the resting; 


  Take me home to Afiele. 


  Let my soul rest ever after 


  And give my life to grow again.” 


  The last note hung in the air as Culin and Sasi stepped forwards. They placed something on the lids of each coffin. 


  For his mother, a flower plucked from the gardens. For her father, the last sprig of dark wheat taken from the burnt fields. 


  It was done. Sasi’s knees buckled as she stepped away and Culin caught her. Duchess Grishen bowed her head. 


  “We lay the [Lord] and [Lady] of Afiele to rest. They have given their all in service to the land and its folk. 


  Everything their class asks of them and more. Step forwards, and say your last farewell.” 


  She was first. Grishen bowed deeply to Culin and Sasi, then walked forwards to stand before the two coffins. What she said was lost on the winds. When she turned— 


  Then she was weeping. Next followed the people of the keep, who knew them best, so few remaining. 


  The gaps in their number, like Meltain, conspicuous. Then the people of the town. Then the villages. 


  Slowly, painfully, every single person in Afiele walked across the hilltop. 


  And said goodbye. 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara did not know what to say. 


  I’m sorry. Sorry for bringing this here. Sorry for not doing my utmost from the start. Sorry…that the world doesn’t have more people like you two. 


  If it did, surely, it would not have days like these. 


  She was not the last person to speak to them. That was Princess Seraphel—and then Culin and Sasi, once more. Pallbearers stepped forwards, four for each coffin. 


  Cara looked around for the open graves, but there were none. Afiele’s people were confused. Had they been forgotten? 


  “No.” 


  Someone answered the question hanging in the air. A figure stepped forwards. A woman of shadows and death and light. 


  Arteis Ladel, who looked at her descendant of countless generations, Duchess Grishen. The old woman bowed, and the [Paladin] faced the assembly of souls. 


  “Lord Dantal and Lady Risel shall be escorted to the Tomb of Afiele. They shall be laid among the honored dead there.” 


  Heads rose. The people looked at each other uncertainly. Arteis glanced from face to face, her eyes lingering a moment on Cara’s. 


  “The Tomb was defiled. Its people used for terrible acts upon their home and children’s children. That is our fault. Too long we slept and faded away. No longer. No longer. We are the dead of Noelictus, and we swore to rise eternally when called upon. But we failed.” 


  She clenched her hand. 


  “We failed. So we will never rest again. The Tomb will be guarded forevermore. I swear upon Afiele’s ground—the ghosts of Afiele will be guide and protector to Afiele’s new rulers. No one shall harm them while we walk this world. Not the dead—nor the living.” 


  The Paladin drew her sword and knelt. The other ghosts knelt as well, forming a line. The pallbearers hesitated—then began to walk forwards. Someone would show them the way to the tomb. 


  The Gravewarden. He stood there, a solemn [Knight], worn by time. Like the others—failed in his charge. 


  Yet he stood. Never again will I fail. He looked up at the sky, then down towards earth. Ser Dalius bowed. 


  “This way.” 


  He began to escort the pallbearers down the hill. Cara watched. Then, and only then, the world reappeared outside of that small hilltop. 


  She looked down and smelled and tasted the smoke of the burning pyres. Felt her blistered hands, her weariness, her running nose. 


  And saw the army below, parting before the ghosts marching with Lord Dantal and Lady Risel. 


  “Ovela.” 


  Duchess Grishen’s voice was quiet. Cara looked over her shoulder and heard Seraphel inhale sharply. 


  The Earl of Ovela had come too late, two days ago. He had said little; nothing beyond greeting Seraphel. 


  His concern was with the ghosts. 


  He and his twin sister stood there, bowing before Dalius, Arteis, and the others. Their [Soldiers]—and they had a grand army, a useless one—gazed on with a mix of awe and trepidation. 


  Ghosts of legend, come back in the living’s hour of need. 


  It didn’t matter. Ovela’s soldiers, the Twins…and the forces from Noelictus’ capital who had all come far too late? 


  They didn’t matter. They looked up as the last chorus, a refrain, rose from the hilltop. Lord Lantal and Risel went one last time through their fields and villages, towards the forest as their people sang them the last verse. 


  “Afiele, Afiele, 


  Where Ashwheat and Gloomwren dwell 


  Afiele, Afiele, 


  Let me rest and sleep a spell 


  To those I have ever loved, farewell.” 


  


  —— 


  


  Cara O’Sullivan walked among the wake, afterwards. It was no joyous thing. But there was food and drink, and people ate, because they had been starving of food and because it gave them something to do. 


  She ate greedily too, though it felt wrong. But it made her feel…alive. 


  Alive. 


  The wake was not at the keep. The keep was full of too many dark memories. Nor the town, which lay in ruins. Instead, the people set up benches and brought everything into one of the wide fields outside of the town. 


  There they ate and spoke. For once, they defied the night. The [Soldiers] from Ovela and Noelictus would keep watch, and the people of Afiele lit every lantern, made bonfires, and placed candles all about. 


  There would be no darkness until the sun rose. Nor rest, for many. 


  Who could rest? Rather, they spoke of Lord Lantal. Told jokes. Recounted grievances, things they had hated, even quarrels, fistfights, along with great deeds of kindness. So they were remembered truly. 


  Cara walked among all of it, an outsider, and one that many watched. Few came up to her. Now was not the time. 


  Yet she had called Afiele’s dead to save Afiele. She had led the ghosts from the crypts. No one would forget that. 


  Especially not the ghosts themselves. 


  “Miss Cara.” 


  The young woman turned and nearly dropped her plate. Arteis Ladel stood there. As ever, she shone so brightly. Unlike Dalius, her…color, her very vibrancy could alter. Nor did she seem to have his limitations. 


  She calmly handed Cara something. 


  “A drink.” 


  “Thank you.” 


  Cara took the mug and found it was not frosted with cold like Dalius’ touch would do. Arteis saw her sip. 


  “Beer?” 


  “It comes from Afiele’s fields. I would that I could taste it just once to see if it is how I remember. But I deserve no drink nor sustenance. We reside in shame, but we cannot be blind, either. Dalius has told us of you and how you came to the crypt.” 


  “Oh.” 


  Arteis gestured. 


  “Will you walk with me?” 


  Cara did. Faces turned as the [Paladin] and young woman walked through the gathering, to the edges. 


  Arteis stopped and pointed. 


  “You see.” 


  Cara did. Beyond Afiele’s gathering lay the campfires and watchful sentries of two armies. The [Paladin] 


  surveyed them with a calm eye. 


  “The capital’s forces and Ovela. There was a time when Ovela did not exist, you know. House Ladel…it is curious that my descendants should rise above Afiele. But Afiele was always filled with humble folk. In other times, foolish times, the other ghosts have told me people forgot their worth, to their cost.” 


  The young woman said nothing. Arteis looked at her. 


  “Cara O’ Sullivan. That is your name?” 


  “That’s what Dalius told you?” 


  The [Paladin] hesitated. 


  “That is what he said. He told me many of your secrets are your own. So I come to you to ask them.” 


  Cara sighed. 


  “Why?” 


  Arteis looked at her strangely. 


  “Because it may have to do with why so few of us returned. I searched for the Gravewarden after we returned. He was not there. I went to his grave, and his remains are there. But he is gone. Nor do I hope to look for the other ghosts. Afiele’s tomb contains this entire region’s dead—or it used to be that every person, from what you now call Ovela to Afiele, would be buried there, until it was closed. Yet two hundred remain.” 


  “Two hundred ghosts. How many were there?” 


  The [Paladin]’s eyes glinted. 


  “Countless thousands. An army pledged to safeguard Afiele in its darkest hour. Or Noelictus, should enemies cross our borders. Never aught else. Before I died, the dead went to war—never again. Never shall they interfere or rule the living, so it was pledged. Yet in our slumber, we have failed to safeguard Afiele. So.” 


  She spread her hands simply. 


  “I must choose. I am one of those that lead us, for we have no leader.” 


  The young woman felt a lump in her throat. 


  “What will you do, then?” 


  Arteis’ eyes were sharp, and Cara saw the same steel that Grishen possessed. 


  “Exactly what I told my descendant, these two [Earls], the [General] of Noelictus, and what I swore before all and sundry. Serve Afiele’s heirs. No more, no less. I will bow to no one save perhaps whomever rules Noelictus—but my will is for Afiele alone. That is my penance. So say us all.” 


  Cara exhaled slowly and nodded. 


  “I see. In that case—I will help you. I mean, tell you whatever you want. But not now. Tomorrow?” 


  She looked around, and her face clouded. Arteis nodded. 


  “Of course. ‘Twas unchivalrous of me to disturb you, but I wished to be plain. Please do not speak to those folk—” 


  She nodded at the camps. 


  “—of our secrets.” 


  “Of course.” 


  Cara watched Arteis pace back towards the gathering. She realized that the ghosts were standing in a ring around the living people of Afiele. And she wondered if the others might have come closer had they not…insisted. 


  She looked around. She was Cara…but she was also Sidheag, to those who knew her name. And someone did know her name, now. 


  Ser Dalius had watched the entire exchange. He stepped forwards. 


  “Another time, I might ask you to dance with me.” 


  He nodded towards an open square. Sidheag almost laughed. Almost. 


  “You can dance without freezing off my hands? Or dance at all?” 


  He smiled ruefully. 


  “Dancing is one of the few things a [Knight] does practice outside of combat. As for the cold…Arteis has told me I can control it. I have much to learn. I was never meant to be alone, it seems. But something went wrong. Shall we…sit?” 


  The ghost gestured awkwardly to a bench, and Sidheag nodded. She found herself sitting as he watched the gathering. 


  “It is so beautiful. I only wish I had gone with you from the start. No—I only wish none of this had come to pass. Not the evil. Only the good.” 


  “That’s a good wish.” 


  The young woman murmured softly. Dalius nodded. He looked at her. 


  “You called upon the dead.” 


  “I did. Was it wrong?” 


  He hesitated. 


  “Not wrong. Not in this case, especially. Some will call you a [Necromancer], and this age is not kind to them, I gather. So much is changed…did you know potions are cheap these days? That young woman who plays the cello said she could buy them.” 


  “Who, Violetta? Where is she?” 


  “Over yonder.” 


  The [Knight] shook his head, looking miffed. 


  “Levels are changed. Someone’s resettled Rhir. No one remembers Dragons, and there’s this new nation called Ailendamus where all the old ones used to be. I don’t remember Calanfer either, or…well.” 


  He coughed, then went somber again. 


  “The world is so beautiful. Yet my heart goes for those two children. I would spend another eternity if I could bring back just one…” 


  Sidheag hung her head. Dalius sat there with her, and, at length, he whispered. 


  “Thank you for giving me the will to free myself.” 


  “Thank you for helping me do the same.” 


  She lifted the mug. He smiled. 


  “We needed each other. I do not know what will happen next. Arteis has plans. I think those [Earls] will want to ask everyone everything, and this is not the Noelictus I remember.” 


  He gazed thoughtfully at Cara. She met his gaze, and Dalius went on. 


  “What I do know is that you sang to the dead. Your singing has power, Cara.” 


  She nodded. 


  “I know. And I will never take it lightly. You know I leveled up? Gained a new class?” 


  Dalius smiled again. 


  “I know. After all, it is not the first time someone has sung to the dead. [Grave Singer]. I don’t know if it suits you.” 


  She made a face at him. 


  “Are you kidding me? It does not, emphatically. If I had to make a career off singing, I’d be more pragmatic. There are plenty of songs I can plagiarize in a commercial sense—if I do it right.” 


  The [Knight] nodded thoughtfully. 


  “…I have no idea what that means. But I trust you do.” 


  Sidheag laughed. She sat there a while, sipping her drink, and then looked out over the party. It was growing quieter the longer it went into the night, but many would greet the sun and then rest. Culin and Sasi might already be asleep. But perhaps not. 


  “I don’t mind the class, Dalius. Although I’m not fond of the undead.” 


  “No? Then why not?” 


  She turned her head. Then Sidheag leaned over. When she leaned back, Dalius blinked and raised a hand. She winked at him. 


  “I don’t mind singing for certain dead. Ghosts are better than zombies.” 


  The two stared at each other, then Dalius sighed. 


  “It is going to be terribly complex for a while. Safe, but we are aware of how…political…Noelictus can be. 


  A [Princess] of a foreign nation, whomever hired that [Necromancer], and our presence is a complicated mess. I imagine, tomorrow, it will all begin.” 


  “I’m speaking to Arteis. I promised her. So…I don’t think you can learn to avoid freezing my hands tonight?” 


  “I was told it might take a few weeks.” 


  Dalius looked regretful. Sidheag shrugged. 


  “Then let’s just sit here.” 


  She turned her gaze to the bright fires and night sky. Dalius sat with her, and when the young woman rose… 


  Cara O’Sullivan took Dalius’ hand for a moment. 


  “Tomorrow, then.” 


  “Tomorrow. I will look forwards to it.” 


  He met her gaze, and his fingers numbed hers just for a moment. But she felt his touch. 


  


  —— 


  


  Seraphel du Marquin found Cara sorting some food into the rucksack as she tiptoed away from the party. The [Singer] stood up, hoisted the pack onto her shoulders, and froze. 


  The [Princess] stood there, a wry look on her face. 


  “I believe you told Paladin Arteis you would see her tomorrow. You said the exact same thing to Violetta and Idelt. Culin and Sasi, too.” 


  “What gave me away?” 


  Cara looked around for Dalimont or someone else, but there were no Thronebearers. Seraphel shook her head, amused. 


  “One does not normally hug people you intend to see on the morrow. I think they put it down to the moment. I, on the other hand, have witnessed most of my siblings run away, some more successfully than others. I have done the same.” 


  Cara sighed. It took one to know one, after all. 


  She had hugged Culin and Sasi, and tried to apologize. But the sleepy, sad little boy and girl had just clung to her and fallen asleep. They had shed all their tears. Cara was still weeping, but she had an 


  [Actor]’s mask. 


  It slipped a bit, now. As she looked at Afiele’s people, growing quieter, smelled the dying smoke still lingering in the air. The young woman turned as Seraphel watched. 


  “I did this. If not for me…none of this would have come to pass. Because I broke the seal of the tomb…” 


  “You did it to survive.” 


  The [Princess] corrected Cara. The [Singer] bleakly returned Seraphel’s gaze. 


  “That’s not an excuse. If I had died there, how many people would have lived? If I had been more honest, if I had done things right. If…” 


  She turned away, with such guilt that it seemed written on her face. Seraphel saw Cara turn, and the 


  [Actor] tried to smile. 


  “They thanked me. Culin and Sasi. Thanked me. They don’t even know they should blame me for everything. For…I’m forgiven. No one says it was my fault. Not Violette nor Idelt. Nor Dalius…they look at me like I helped save everyone. But you understand, don’t you?” 


  Seraphel du Marquin said nothing for a while. She inspected Sidheag who wore her guilt like a second set of clothes, and shook her head. 


  “If not for the [Necromancer], I would have never been attacked. If not for chance, you would not have had to break the seal in the tomb. You and I should both know better than to blame ourselves for the actions of others. For misery.” 


  Cara’s head rose slowly and she met the [Princess]’ gaze. Her eyes widened, and she blinked. The two women looked at each other and then Cara nodded. 


  “You’re right.” 


  She took a breath that shook, but nodded again. 


  “You’re right. I—I can’t blame myself for everything. I could stay. I want to weep forever. I want to—” 


  She glanced back at the hill where they had laid the [Lord] and [Lady] to rest. Cara closed her eyes. 


  “I would stay. Stay forever to help and make amends and…” 


  She looked at the ghosts and Afiele, at Violetta, asleep in her father’s arms. At Seraphel. The [Princess] 


  waited. Cara shook her head. 


  “…I want to stay. I don’t want to do this, but—I can’t. Because I think I could bring more trouble on everyone by my ignorance. By what I know and all the questions that will follow. Arteis will ask me tomorrow. And after that? Whoever leads that army.” 


  She gestured at the mass of tents in the distance. Cara turned, shaking her head. It was so difficult, but she had decided. She waited for condemnation or outrage, but Princess Seraphel just nodded. 


  “It may be wise.” 


  “You think so?” 


  Cara glanced up, surprised. The [Princess] gestured back the way she’d come. 


  “Calanfer, my kingdom, is known to be rather political. Any lever is pulled, any leverage used. I imagine a young woman with your secrets would be too valuable to pass up, and I very much doubt the [Singer] of Afiele can keep them hidden with so much attention on her. That’s what they’re calling you, you know.” 


  “It is? That’s—I don’t deserve—” 


  She stopped, shook her head. 


  “I have secrets. You’re right about that, Princess Seraphel.” 


  The woman eyed her thoughtfully. 


  “Seraphel will do. What if Culin and Sasi asked you to stay? I will be leaving tomorrow as well. For the capital. But I shall return soon to be wed.” 


  She smiled and Cara almost reached out for her. 


  “No happy ending for you?” 


  Seraphel took her time replying. She looked around the land, at Cara, and at the dark skies. 


  “Before now, I would have hated it. Now? I might find reasons to live here. Afiele is close by. I have seen this land’s goodness and the people. I will not forget that. Or you. Do you know, they call you the Singer of Afiele? The Gravesinger?” 


  The [Princess] smiled, amused and watched Cara’s face change. The young woman began to shake her head, blinking. 


  “That’s not a great name. I told Dalius that. And besides…that’s not me. I’m no hero. I’m just—a [Singer]. 


  An [Actor]. This is just—an act. I did something stupid. Who burns down a field with themselves inside?” 


  The [Princess] sighed. 


  “Of course You brought down a [Necromancer] and led the dead to battle with your voice alone. It was just acting.” 


  Cara hunched her shoulders, then relaxed and smiled. She turned and bowed to Seraphel, mockingly. 


  “Oh—fine. Say rather that I don’t want to be the one people rely on. I’m good at entertaining. I…never want to see what I saw at Afiele again. I’m but a poor player on the stage, milady. I strut and fret my every hour. But I’ll sing as to be heard forever. That’s what I’ve learned. I have Skills. Power. I’ll use it and never hide from my responsibilities again.” 


  She hoisted the rucksack higher. Seraphel watched her plan a route that would take her away from the gathering without being spotted. But it seemed a certain [Knight] was distracting everyone; he stood amidst the [Soldiers], engaged in a loud discussion. Cara smiled at his back. Seraphel saw her hesitate and look over her shoulder, but the young woman nodded. The [Princess] sighed. 


  “Well then. You’re going?” 


  Cara met her eyes. 


  “Just for a bit. I’ll be back. If Culin and Sasi want me…I’ll do everything I can. I owe them everything. But I have to figure out who I am in this strange place.” 


  She hesitated. She rolled her eyes up, squeezed them shut, and Seraphel saw her slowly look down. 


  Straight at the 4th Princess of Calanfer. The young woman amended her statement. 


  “Sorry. I mean…this world.” 


  Slowly, the [Princess] blinked. Sidheag smiled. Seraphel’s lips moved. 


  “…Really?” 


  “Truly and utterly. Cara’s not even my real name, you know.” 


  Seraphel let out a huge sigh. 


  “I do know that. People are trying to [Scry] you—you may as well keep it hidden.” 


  Cara blanched. 


  “That’s a thing? I will. But just between the two of us? You can call me…Sidheag. Who knows? Perhaps we’ll meet again.” 


  The [Princess] tapped her lips thoughtfully. 


  “Sidheag. Now there’s an interesting name. Cara is so…plebian.” 


  The [Singer] rolled her eyes. 


  “What are you talking about, milady? I’m just a simple young woman, a [Singer]. Cara’s a fine name for a nobody. Me? I’ll see what I want to do. When I’m ready, I’ll find you on a grander stage. And I’ll come back. I promise.” 


  She turned. Seraphel watched her slowly walk across the ground, pretending to be going for a stroll, and then copying a brisk, no-nonsense walk as if she were a [Soldier] on patrol. Then, when she passed the camp, past the ghost who smiled and lifted his voice—she raised one hand and just began to walk down the road that led out of Afiele. 


  Seraphel raised her own hand, though the young woman never turned her head. She watched the 


  [Singer] disappearing down the road. Just looking around. Taking in the somber beauty of Afiele. Finding what was good amid the terrible. 


  The young woman walked off, humming a song under her breath. A walking song, with no words anyone knew but her. Beneath Afiele, the dead were laid to rest. But while she walked—they woke for a moment. 


  Listening to the song. 


  End of Gravesong, Book 1 of the Singer of Terandria series. 
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