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Prologue
“Go west,” Varrick’s hands trembled, shuddered as he wrapped a tattered cape around his arm, “That’s all that awful, wicked letter said . . . ‘go west’,” his eyelids drooped, his eyes burned.
 
The back of his eyelids revealed again the flashing images, swimming with fire and screams.
 
He snapped to attention, and General Hale caught his gaze.
 
Hales’ lips twisted into a snarl. His hands twitched as they crashed flint and steel together, pitiful sparks vanishing around the kindling.
 
“We’re going to die. We’re going to die- all those men died- over a letter with two bloody words, Varrick?” his bloodshot eyes flicked away.
 
“It- you don’t understand- fate called in those two words. It- It was . . . inevitable. Yet I could not imagine- the outcome- I would never wish that upon any-” his words trailed away, attention caught by a sound further up the ridge.
 
He could see nothing; the light was scant. The sun cast a sickly-grey purple, still hidden below the horizon.
 
Varrick licked his cracked lips, “We’ve run all through the night,” he rasped.
 
Movement whisked through the trees beside them, close enough to blur through their vision.
 
Hale lurched forward, hands fumbling across the ground. His stiff fingers finally seized the stock of his musket, twisting the barrel to point at the woods.
 
Varrick held his breath, waiting in the silence.
 
The seconds slugged by, and Hale slumped, his aim jittering.
 
The shadow emerged from the woods, a figure of liquid grace as it moved to the top of the ridge. A rippling white cloak spun around the armless figure, the smooth simple features of the black mask vaguely reminiscent of an owl.
 
Hale’s brow quirked, his bloodshot eyes flashing white as he spun the gun to face it.
 
“No!” Varrick screeched, lunging in a frantic scramble for Hale.
 
Hale made no motion save his thumb slipping across the hammer once, succeeding the second time he jerked it down.
 
“It’s a Journeyer,” Varrick pleaded, taking slow, deliberate steps towards Hale, “It’s the reason we’re alive. It saved us,” his voice shook but remained stern.
 
Hale’s finger slid down towards the trigger, “It’s another servant of that monster,” he hissed.
 
“It’s a Journeyer,” Varrick started to reach out, “They’re judges. It’s testing us. We’re being tried.”
 
“Yes, yes we are,” his gaze stayed fixed on the eyes of the mask, “We’re being tried to slay it.”
 
Varrick seized the barrel of the gun, twisting it from Hale’s hand. He pulled it close to his chest as their eyes locked in exhausted fury. The Journeyer was impassive, the first light catching on the gold patterns of its robe.
 
Hale spasmed, “Fine! You’ve seen where your leadership, where your wisdom, has gotten us thus far! Fool Prince, your quest has left you with blood all over your hands,” he waited expectantly for some reaction.
 
Varrick wavered. The riffle tugged at his aching arms, his vision blurred slightly as he spoke, his head throbbed.
 
“It saved us. The Journeyer saved us. . .it kept us alive . . .”
 
The Journeyer cocked its head, so subtle of a motion he wondered if he imagined it.
 
Hale flinched back from it, his gaze snapping back to Varrick, “Why only us? Why only us from all those men then?”
 
“I- I don’t know. In the darkness, among the dark figures, it- it was there. It saved us,” Varrick turned from Hale’s glare.
 
“Madness,” Hale trembled, “You don’t know what you saw in that chaos,” he snapped a finger towards the Journeyer, “It stalked us, and holds us here, bickering, while that . . . thing, that monster comes to finish us like the rest.”
 
Varrick’s foot twisted out sideways, his leg strained and collapsing.
 
Hale lunged forward, twisting the barrel in his hands, hand slamming to the trigger. The shot cracked through the air.
 
A bullet thumped against flesh, a flower of blood blooming slowly out over the Journeyer’s chest. A woman’s gasp rasped out from behind the mask. She faltered, stumbled, but did not fall, turning away from them in a slow jerking pattern, her grace lost to the shuddering.
 
Varrick’s mouth hung loose, the situation suddenly snapping back into a morbid clarity as adrenaline flooded him. He slammed the gun into Hale’s blank face with a crack.
 
Blood spurted from his nose and he gaze a gurgling laugh as he slammed into the ground. He jerked back, and Varrick raised the gun over his head like a club, teeth flashing.
 
Hale barred a snarl in return, “You failed. You failed your men. You failed here. Go ahead and strike me down, I have no desire to live to a day where I see you on the throne.”
 
The gun whistled through the air as he brought it down, stopping short as the Journeyer disappeared over the hill with another soft cry. He turned back, his breath heavy, gaze shifting between the rage of Hale and the gun in his hand.
 
In the hesitation, Hale scrabbled to his feet, fleeing into the dark of the woods. His sound of footsteps grew rapidly distant then disappeared entirely.
 
Varrick blinked slowly, the gun falling from his hands. He walked slowly towards the rising sun, his feet trailing over the blood trail to her. It was not far but she was still walking, the blood seeping down her back to soil the white of her cloak.
 
She turned to look at him, and collapsed.
 
He staggered to her. She coughed and spasmed, her breathing ragged.
 
He knelt beside her, gently removing the mask from her head with a weak hand. Her copper hair stuck in places to her face, her eyes, one blue and the other green stared at him in some form of recognition.
 
“Thank you, Varrick, for-” she struggled for more words, her lips quivering.
 
He put a hand under her, feeling it soak through with the familiar warmth of blood “Thank you for what?” he leaned closer, “Who are you?”
 
She whispered something, her eyes glistening.
 
“What? What did you say?” he encouraged, brow scrunched in anxious confusion.
 
“Take me,” she gripped his arm, nails biting through the fabric, “Take me to Lafayette.”


 




Chapter 1- The Execution of Routine
I gazed with an almost pitied disposition at the wealthy rabble that plagued the castle garden: the narcissistic crowd that walked stiffly about in perfect wigs and tight corsets, daintily stroking roses and avoiding bees. I scorned myself for the disdain I felt for them. I suppose it was because I was convinced they had similar notions about me.
“Princess Atlas!” Alexandra’s voice came harsh and scolding as she busted in.
I cringed.
“Why are you still in your pajamas?!” The elderly maid put two fists on her hips, the edges of her lips angling downwards.
She began shuffling through my clothing, setting things aside that appeased her.
Her blue eyes were like steel from behind her round spectacles, a disapproving look directed at my unmoving form. With a sigh, I rose and selected a dress from my closet, which was immediately taken from my hands and replaced with a lacy bulbous one.
I frowned, “It has a crinoline skirt.”
“I know”, Alexandra insisted, “They are all the rage, put a little care into how you are presented.”
“It’s terribly uncomfortable.” I said, my frown morphing into a scowl, “I can barely sit with it on.”
Skepticism took over her face. I couldn’t pull the wool over her eyes.
“Is that your reasoning, or do you plan on sparring with Joseph?” She raised an eyebrow.
I rolled my eyes. “I spar every Wed.”
“And I wish you wouldn’t. What’s the purpose of it anyway?”
I turned away, tuning her out as she began the usual rant about an old warrior teaching a Princess swordplay.
I cut her off, “he was assigned to be my personal Guild Knight, and he’s doing spectacularly. If we’re going to discuss the practicality of things, what’s the purpose of learning Latin-? Or the name of every flower in that awful garden-? Or how to home spin the perfect bonnet?”
“Those are things every Princess should know!” her nose furled in disgust, “Not how to wield a broadsword.”
“I prefer to double wield koras,” I trailed off with the way her face twisted up.
“Atlas! Stop it! I’m just- You can’t-With all the anger and controversy surrounding your brother we don’t need people questioning things like why we’re teaching the Princess how to fight!”
I crossed my arms, turning away from her as an old argument burst to the surface, its tensions ever hot with confliction “You mean Varrick.”
“No, I mean your brother,” her voice took on a tone of cautioning anger.
“No, he’s not.”
“Yes he is, don’t you start this!”
“Don’t live that lie!” I didn’t mean to raise my voice as high as I did, but it was where the debate took us.
“I’m living no lie!” Alexandra stiffened, “You are of the royal family!”
“Do not mock me!”
“He’s the king and you are a princess! You are the next heir!”
“He is the king, and I’m- I’m nothing! Do you really think they’d accept me as an heir if it came to it!? Do you not hear the gossip, Alexandra, do you see the stares!? The people drift away till none stand with me! I’m still in this castle as nothing more than a pretty figurehead because they can’t just ‘get rid of me’! I-”
“That is enough! You were raised in this castle, by the Queen and King and therefore you are a Princess! How do you think Mary or Leopold would feel if they saw how you felt now? Even if you did not come from their blood, they acted like you did- is that not enough for you!?”
“That’s just the problem, isn’t it?” Tears began to well forth “They’re not here now. They weren’t here to see that stupid nursemaid rat out about a baby in the castle gutters. They weren’t here to see that equally stupid alchemist prove she was right with his ‘heritage test’! I don’t think Leopold ever even knew, and not that Varrick didn’t already know- he was old enough when I was found to remember anyway! At first when he inherited the throne he acted like he still loved me, but he’s cleverly distanced himself and now he’s so ashamed he won’t even look me in the eye, much less show any sort of sentimentality!” I stopped before I broke down sobbing completely, averting my eyes to look at the ground.
Alexandra and I had fought this argument before, and no matter how many times I wailed about it, there was nothing to be done, and never would be. It only led to pointless yelling, and repeated grievances.
Mustering my training on behavior, I looked up with a solemn expression and in an awkward silence I finished dressing, letting her tie on my corset, put me in itchy lace gloves, and slip on the crinoline without a hint of complaint despite the fact I now felt like a wooden doll and had difficulty breathing.
“If nothing, it’s good to look captivating for Master Donovan”, She attempted to lighten the mood.
 I smiled dryly, but a mild blush formed in my cheeks, “Donovan is here?”
Alexandra painted and powdered my face, and grinned “he most certainly is, waiting for you by the Convolvulus plant, summoned by your pigeon you sent last night.”
My smile widened.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to want to wear a bonnet?” she asked with a rhetorical tone.
She expected the shaking of my head, tying my hair into a bun of braids, examining me up and down till she was satisfied with my appearance.
“Would you like an escort? Or would you rather me stay and tidy up your late night musings?” she asked, motioning to the mess of ink and papers across my desk, and took a glance at my unmade bed.
“I’m sure I can make it across the garden without being eaten by a dragon.”
“Ah but you would like that, wouldn’t you?” she asked with a wry smile, eyes darting out from underneath the wild strands of her white hair that had fallen from her bonnet. She held up one of my attempted sketches of a gryphon.
“Wrong to learn to fight. Wrong to learn about the old beasts and the forgotten magic of Viafinis,” I scoffed.
“Your pigeons can find anyone in this world as long as you know their name. Is that not magic enough for you?”
“So what? Varrick’s ravens can do the same thing . . .” I trailed off with the warning in her gaze.
“They are but a tiny remnant of legends the world is forgetting,” I began again, “All wonder was forgotten when mankind lost the Library of Souls. The history we are making has no room for the tales of knights and dragons, of fairies and gryphons from our past . . .” I sighed longingly, “This kingdom has nothing left to offer now but snobs and smog.  Lafayette’s towers of factory smoke overshadow magnificent towers. Mundane comfort is more desired than innovation or adventure.”
She gave an exasperated sigh, “If you devoted half your time into something useful besides being cynical and burying yourself in fantasies, you’d be unstoppable.”
I rolled my eyes as I bid her farewell, strolling out of the castle and into the garden, poised like I was royalty in every movement. I navigated the garden with grace, curtsying when necessary to the passing upper class, they returning the favor or bowing when etiquette called for it. Shame their actions were born from requirement, lacking true respect. The men gazed upon me with an air of pity, and the women drew close to each other and whispered gossip and scandal.
But finally eyes met mine that lacked the vindictive embarrassment the others had. I smiled as he came forth and embraced me, then stepped back to look in my eyes and grinned, flashing ivory teeth.
His blonde hair was combed in the typical style, flowing and handsome, and his chiseled features and jaw, along with his dark eyebrows, made his chocolate eyes more alluring.
My face grew warm, “Hello, there, Prince Charming.”
“Call me Donovan. A warm hello to you too, Your Majesty. What a magnificent dress you are wearing today. It does so compliment your eyes, though I must say it pales in comparison to their blazing blue.”
My smile widened as he lightly kissed the lace over my knuckles.
He looked about, and then with a flourish he picked a blue rose from the bush beside us, “And such a beautiful blue flower, but I think it would look much better tucked in your golden locks.”
The blush lit my face like fire as he tucked the flower into one of my braids, and he leaned close, as if to kiss me, but startled back as Joseph rounded the corner. Donovan coughed slightly, and shot a look at his feet while his hands clumsily combed through his hair.
“Ah, sorry to interrupt you two lovebirds,” Joseph scoffed as he scratched the short, thick salt and pepper beard that covered his face.
He was wearing a silver ribbon to tie back his hair today instead of his favored red or black, presumably to match his armor.
“Expecting a battle, Joseph?” Donovan rapped his knuckles on the man’s breastplate as he approached us.
“This ole’ knight looks dashing in armor”, Joseph insisted, “Mostly because it hides what ale’s done to my gut”, he muttered the last part with a slight upturn of the lips.
“Atlas”, he began to address me, but took a glance at Donovan for a moment, decided against his apprehension and spoke, “Varrick put a butler out of a job this morning because he was mildly late, then he gave a quite violent scolding to one of the stable boys because his stallion had a limp. They’re all pretty wound tight over the whole thing, and I was wondering if you might consider addressing them, just a few words to raise morale?”
I scoffed, “As if they’d listen to me.”
Joseph crossed his arms “I bet they would.”
Donovan looked at me and smiled, “Give yourself some more credit. You are very inspiring.”
“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try.” I said with a happy shrug and began to trot in the direction of the stables.
“Of course you heeded his words,” Joseph mumbled when he caught up to me.
“He gives very sound advice,” I said with a nod.
He rolled his eyes.
“You’re like a father to me, Joseph. I can’t help but fancy the boys you dislike,” I winked at him.
“That’s a very sensible course to take”, he whispered sarcastically till I elbowed him in the ribs, fearing Donovan was in hearing range.
Joseph took a glance over his shoulder at the boy. There was something he wanted to tell me, away from any others’ ears, which filled me with an anxious curiosity.
The whinnying of horses and the sound of hooves on cobblestones alerted us that we’d reached the stables. Despite the flurry of activity- the anvil being struck with the purpose of new horseshoes, hay straying dust as it was tossed, and the smell of oil as saddles were polished- there was an undeniable grim atmosphere about the workers as they toiled. None sung or whistled as they typically did, and movements lacked all enthusiasm, eyes dull and depressed.
A few heads turned towards me, and a limited amount of bows were directed at my person. I felt a bit more at ease here; people like stable boys, ironically, didn’t find it necessary to view others from a high horse as the upper class did.
Donovan cleared his throat, then sharply clapped his hands. Many of them acknowledged this, and I caught the fearful and desperate gaze of a sandy-haired boy, his hands trembling as they gripped the reigns of a black stallion. I recalled Joseph’s words about Varrick’s rage.
Having gathered satisfying interest Donovan spoke simply, “Your Princess is here to address you! Heed her words well!” he motioned to me with a sweep of his hand.
I gave a bashful wave at first, but seeing the disinterest in my sheepish actions, I hardened, speaking with authority, “I know that morale is low. But with the kingdom in constant war to the south, the king is stretched thin. He cares for you all deeply but you must understand that the weight of the crown is heavy and taxing! You are all valued citizens of Viafinis and even more valued members of Forscythe Castle, and with these rolls you are called to serve His Majesty and the empire alike! In this time of tests you must rise above depression, conquer fear, and become greater than your resentments- especially those held towards your fellow men!” A pleased grin spilt my face as they clapped and nodded approvingly.
“Yeah, but it ain’t our war. It ain’t our cause”, the sandy-haired stable boy started, with malice in his glare, “Varrick conquers excessively without any cause but his greed. Why should he punish us with the suffering he has brought upon himself?”
Donovan gasped, his head snapping back in shock. His expression soured into a tense rage, and I put a hand out impulsively to stop his actions, the stable boy a somber unflinching visage.
In those few moment that tension built to an anxious silence. Typical order would have me call his actions out against the crown, to mark his words as blasphemy. I looked down upon him with a face devoid of any emotion.
“Sometimes one must realize that there is a cause and a purpose greater than them, and that anything with worth demands sacrifice. Only the weak-minded does not see beyond his own ordeals, ignoring the trails of the greater populous.” I let my tone grow sharp to drive the point.
I finished the last statement, waiting a few seconds for the beginnings of several nods and slight smiles. I twirled my wide skirt away dramatically as I strode out of the stables, Joseph and Donovan still standing as wordlessly as the stable boy.
“What was that?!” Donovan sputtered as he caught up to me, jogging.
“What do you mean?” I scrunched my eyebrows together.
“You should’ve made an example of him! If that little ingrate can get away with speaking out against the crown, what can the rest of the peasants get away with?! This is how anarchy begins!” He hissed out from between his teeth.
I flinched at the word ‘anarchy’. Suddenly the pride in my actions congealed into a cold lump of shame in the pit of my stomach. My once upturned chin angled down, and I bit my lip.
As Donovan began to speak again, Joseph jogged up to us, laughing as he clapped me on the back.
“That was bloody brilliant!” He chuckled.
Donovan opened his mouth, raising a hand as if to protest, but Joseph never saw him, continuing his praise, “What wit- all accented by regality!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a servant approaching in the fawn and gold colors of Donovan’s family, the chariot symbol emblazed across his chest. He groveled up to us, bowing to Donovan and then whispering something in the boy’s ear. His blonde eyebrows jumped upwards and he gazed upon the servant in questioning disdain.
“I’m afraid he unconditionally demands your presence, Master Donovan”, the messenger said, fearful of Donovan’s bristling form.
He rolled his eyes, “It seems I’m being summoned by my father, I will return as soon as possible. Farewell,” he said, addressing Joseph and me.
“Goodbye.” I said with a wave, but he was already trotting away from us, his servant shooting us a nervous expression before pursuing him.
“That seemed . . . rather urgent . . .” I said.
Joseph’s previous praise fell away as we entered the castle, an eerie sort of calm about the keep, the mood becoming even more prevalent in the grand hall. It was dark in the usually open and lively atmosphere, the huge oak doors and scarlet curtains closed to the sun and the rest of the world, and guards on stoic watch. We paused at one of the darkened windows, Joseph making a subtle motion towards the main courtyard that lay beyond, visible through a tiny crack in the curtains.
I snuck an inconspicuous glance out the sliver of window that showed what lay beyond, a small crowd gathered uneasily. Several held wooden signs, the first one I caught was off a bright red rooster reading ‘better dead than branded’.
My eyes drifted to one man holding a poster of Varrick, nailed crudely onto a board with obscene devil’s horns upon his head, and his eyes scratched away in what appeared to be blood. I flinched back, shocked that the people would protest in such a way, and began walking with Joseph again as a guard moved in our direction to encourage us on.
The servants that slinked by in fearful silence were undeniably curious, taking a few sneaking peaks at the windows as they passed them, but also eyeing the guards around.  Questions buzzed through my mind like angry hornets as I wordlessly followed Joseph to the tutoring room, our entrance interrupting Alexandra’s book sorting 
“What’s going on?” She asked, seeing Joseph’s bitter expression, “You two are always in the middle of trouble, and I can sense it brewing.”
Joseph looked at me grimly, “Varrick had a factory worker executed this morning. The story is so skewed at this point, I’m not sure who’s at fault. Varrick claims the man led a blasphemous revolt to sabotage part of the smelting works in one of the shipyard factories of Icarus Industries, killing a large group of children and other workers respectively. The worker pleaded that he was falsely accused, that the factory had a machinery failure due to cheap labor and shoddy practices. He was sentenced to death by the very dramatic firing squad, and gave an apparently riveting speech indicating that Varrick was so deranged and weak at this point that he would be willing to kill any that remotely threatened him in his madness. He was inheritably influential, as you’ve seen, he caused quite a tumult.”
I bit my lip, “I knew people were getting uptight about the drafting into labor and army service . . . I just didn’t know they were that on edge.”
I looked in the direction of the throne room, as if I could see through walls. I couldn’t imagine Varrick acting in such a way.
All my childhood memories betrayed the thought that he could give such a command simply out of rage or paranoia. Of course, he had been more solemn since coming back from his crusades in the west, but I had always attributed that to his sacrifice of adventure for the responsibility of the throne. Thus, he could be a stern leader, unrelenting in his beliefs and purpose, but he had never been a callous king. 
Joseph broke my thoughts as he moved the desk and rug to one side of the room, along with other various fixtures that made up the intricate study, Alexandra’s deep concern at his previous words morphing into displeasure.
I touched my lips, “Was my speech something that could really lead to anarchy?”
“What speech?” Alexandra glanced wildly between me and Joseph, twitching at the last word.
“No, it was brilliant, I told you. You were a leader with compassion- what would make you think otherwise?”
I opened my mouth to answer when the maid cut me off, “Anarchy!?” she squeaked.
Not paying much attention to her, Joseph had his hand behind the bookshelf, searching, “Where is her koras, Alexandra?”
“I haven’t done a thing with them”, she huffed, “not that she needs such vulgar weapons.”
 Grateful that she had taken interest away from Joseph’s previous inquiry, I walked over to assist his search.
“It seems you’ve misplaced it”, I mused, not particularly to continue his aggression at Alexandra, though it was amusing.
He shot her a scornful look that she promptly returned.
He stomped over to the window and tore a board out of the floor beneath it, drawing out two short training swords from the hidden nook. Alexandra stormed to the door in response and swiftly locked it. She stomped back over and disappeared behind the desk with a book clenched tightly in her hand.
“You know ya love me, Alex”, Joseph teased, handing me a weapon.
“Keep telling yourself that”, came a grumble from behind the desk.
I slipped out of the crinoline, jerked the scratchy gloves off, loosened my corset, and lastly made sure Donovan’s rose was secure in my hair before stretching gratefully and facing him with sword at the ready. I bowed and he returned the gesture, both of us lunging forward- the sound of dulled metal clashing as we leapt and twirled like lethal dancers across the room, all my focus on blocking the old soldier.
The advantage in strength had always fallen to him, while I attempted to compensate in speed. One mistake and my wrist twisted, his sword cracking across my fingers. I yelped and he jerked back, waiting.
“Alright?” he raised an eyebrow.
Alexandra’s eyes were visible over the top of the desk, a furrowed glare.
I shook my hand out, “Yes, it’ll just be a bruise I’ll cover up with those stupid gloves.”
I heard Alexandra give a ‘humph’ before again retreating to her book.
Sword again at the ready, I faced him, but his eyes were distant, and he scoffed “I’ve told you before, this is nothing like a real battle. There is no dancing and parrying, no mercy, just killing and moving on . . . or falling. . .”
I frowned, searching myself for something to say with no way to empathize with his experiences, but by the time I opened my mouth he’d snapped out of his reflections, giving a barrel chested laugh, “But you won’t ever need to concern yourself with that nonsense!”
Again he snapped back into battle-ready position, locking blades in combat. As he moved I saw an opportunity in his stance, a way he held his arm and took it as a test, twisting my blade to catch the handguard on his.
I hooked it and sent it sailing out of his hand. I was ecstatic with my initial success, till the blade flipped across the room, shattering, and sailing out of the study window. Joseph was just staring at me dumbly, and Alexandra had shot out from behind the desk, staring at the broken window in shocked horror.
“Oops. . .”, I whispered.
“That was fantastic!” Joseph said, throwing his hands in the air.
“No! No it was not!” Alexandra ran over to the shattered window, hands clenching her bonnet, “How are we going to explain why a sword came flying out of the schoolroom window!?”
A nobleman below had noticed the damage, without having actually seen the aforementioned weapon come out the window, and was now approaching at the glass pieces with a bewildered expression, Alexandra jumping out of eyesight as his gaze shifted upward.
Joseph did not seem concerned, leaning nonchalantly on the desk, “I think I’ll tell them it was you’re fault, Alexandra, considering you’re such a terrible influence on her.” A mischievous grin crept over his face.
She whirled around with a great twirl of her skirt, an expression on her face that suggested she meant to strangle him.
But the mood was broken by a desperate knocking on the door. “Atlas, Atlas, let me in!” Came a frantic whisper.
“Donovan?” I said.
Alexandra pulled the curtain to, swiftly crossed the room, and unlocked the door for him. Out of breath, he jumped into the room as if wolves were at his heals.
“Varrick- going to execute- the protesters”, he huffed.
“The ones in the courtyard!?” I gasped.
He nodded, hands on his knees.
Joseph’s eyes grew huge, he stammered once, then squared his shoulders “Stay here, the lot of you. I’m going to go talk some sense into him.”
His armor rattled as he exited, Alexandra’s fearful eyes fixed on him till she turned to us. She sighed pitifully, “I’m not going to be able to stop you two, am I?”
“From what?” I started in ignorance, but Donovan grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the door.
I took a final glance at Alexandra picking up glass pieces, her back to us, before we rounded the corner and she was out of sight. When we made it to the grand hall, guards were trying to get a gathering crowd of servants away from the windows in vain. The roar of the mob was loud and unrelenting behind the glass, racketing around the courtyard like the screams of ravens.
I jerked Donovan back before we fully entered the room and drew any attention to ourselves, guiding him through corridors and avoiding guards till I found the window I wanted, jumping out of it and into the kitchen’s herb garden. Gripping his wrist all the way, we jogged around the castle, through the kitchens where the protests of chefs and maids fell upon indifferent ears, our pace never slowed.
Similar callouts were received as we flew through the halls, but we were one addition to the chaos the castle was in anyway.
As soon as we heard Joseph and Varrick’s angry voices cutting out, we crept around the final doorway. The open doors to the war room revealed them surrounded by guardsmen.
Varrick seemed to take no heed to Joseph, addressing the guards, “Start with warning shots at their feet. If they do not yield, start executing the ones in the front row and so forth until they do so.”
I grabbed Donovan’s upper arm, daring to not even breathe as Joseph stepped forward, “Varrick, you cannot just slaughter the innocent-
“I am doing no such thing. The actions of the mob outside are unlawful and dangerous. I am simply punishing criminals, and I did not ask for your opinion in this matter, Joseph”, Varrick bit back plainly.
Of course, Varrick radiated authority without speaking a word, so his vindictive tone only assisted in his intimidation- as threatening as a drawn sword. However, even with his regal confidence, the respect the men had for Joseph kept them from taking any action.
“Do not do this”, Joseph drew close to him, his voice a bear’s growl.
Varrick flinched, and with the small sliver of weakness, he retaliated, shoving the older man away from him. Joseph tripped backwards, toppling against the wood floor with a crash of his breastplate.
In the dismaying silence thereafter, I felt Donovan’s arm slip out from my hand as he moved forward, my fingernails scratching at him, a futile effort, as I realized, too late, what he was doing.
“Stop it, Varrick!” He barked.
As the king spun, I realized how appalled he was that Joseph had fallen in such a way, but his horror quickly morphed into rage.
“Who the hell do you think you are, boy!?” he whirled towards Donovan, his navy cape flaring out around his tall and thin, silver-armored form.
His barred teeth as menacing as those of the roaring wolf on his breastplate.
He looked quite mad in his rage, typical dark circles around his eyes, umber hair barely combed, spilling out over his polished crown, and his anchor beard was surrounded by unkempt stubble.
Donovan froze like a captured doe, his initial bravery struck down in Varrick’s gaze.
I ran out.
Joseph got to his feet, his gaze falling on the scene in stunned dread.
“What are you doing!?” Varrick addressed me with a mix of shock and fury, “This is no place for a princess!” his lips curled further upwards in a snarl, but, as always, he wasn’t looking at me, instead it was if he was disregarding an invisible form.
The guardsmen were aghast, and I supposed it was at my impertinence at first. Accessing the situation, it soon struck me that my appearance was a contributing factor as well.
Here stood the unwanted heir, wild hairs free from my bun, corset loose and untied, make-up mildly smeared, and my whole form sprinkled with twigs and leaves.
Dignity slipping through my fingertips, I spoke, “Varrick, think clearly. What is the populous going to think of you if you respond to this with deathly force? It will only strengthen the hate for the responses of the crown, and so any peaceful alternative-”
Trying to remain calm, he spoke through clenched teeth, “You do not understand such matters. This is not your place to command, Atlas.”
The guards were shifting with unease now, torn in loyalty and morality. As I glanced between faces, I had to stifle the urge to cry, I was fool enough already without such an outburst.
My lip quivered, “And it’s not your place to treat the people of Viafinis this way, Varrick!” despite the silence, I whispered quiet enough only for him to hear, “To treat me this way.”
His nostrils flared and his head roiled back, “Alright, if you think you have the maturity, if you think you deserve better, if you think you can lead, boast your intelligent preaching, your swaying words, and explain your choice to the populous after you make it, Atlas. You’re in control, you give the demand- execute the protestors, or”, his hand snapped towards Donovan, pointing like a rifle barrel aimed to kill, “execute him for his protest of the throne.”
Donovan’s mouth sit slightly agape, his hands out dumbly at his side.
“No”, I whispered, my hands out at my side, “No, Varrick, don’t make me do this.” It was not begging, I had lost too much of my grace at this point, and I would not lose my last sway to desperation.
“Choose”, he commanded coolly, “And if you can’t, I will have them all put to death.”
“Varrick!” Joseph screeched.
“Silence! She wanted to toy with fate and so I’ll let her taste the poison of consequence, stay out of it.”
And he looked at me, actually looked me in my tear-filled eyes for the first time since Mary’s funeral, and I could swear his eyes softened, some pain inflicting deep in his person. He quickly overcame it.
“Don’t kill them, Atlas, choose me. You can’t weigh that many lives against one.” Donovan’s pleadings were a distant thing in my terrifyingly numb existence.
He leaned forward and squeezed my hand as Varrick’s gaze grew colder, “Atlas?”
“5.” Varrick began.
“No,” my voice was a rasp.
“4. 3. 2-
“The protestors!” I wailed “I choose the protestors!”
Donovan’s shoulders sagged in a sigh of relief. I began to feel ill.
“Varrick”, my lip twitched. I was stuck in a waking nightmare. This couldn’t be happening. He wasn’t going to kill them. He couldn’t.
“You heard her”, Varrick turned away from me, “Take care of the rabble, and take these three away.”
The guards moved like machines, seizing Joseph as he jerked towards me. Donovan’s lips moved in slow motion, beginning to form words as I helplessly watched a group of guards leave the room shouldering muskets to carry out what I had been forced to command. And as one’s hand reached out for me I lunged forward and grabbed the visible tunic on the side of Varrick’s breastplate.
“They’re right”, I said, having to angle my head up to his superior height, his dark eyes full of surprise as he gazed down on me “You’re a monster” I spat.
He was taken aback, frozen on the edge of madness. He locked eyes with me and his lips formed a pitied whisper that barely existed, “Welcome to my hell.”
His hand came softly to the edge of my head, his fingers catching on the blue rose in my hair and it came free into his hand as the guards grabbed me, dragging me away struggling. Varrick watched me in a nearly guilty way till I was out of sight around the doorframe, and out of his gaze I broke the grips of the guards and took off running.
Hands grabbed out and armor flashed against me as I flew through the castle, dress wadded up in one hand, hair disheveled and flowing. I almost made it to the grand hall before they caught me, fought them long enough for the other guards to pass, and was close enough to hear the beginning of the end.


 




Chapter2- To Escape the Nightmares
My old nursery was now a forgotten place with no purpose but storage. Things like old books, tapestries, and a worn spinning wheel cluttered the space. I sit cross-legged on the ground, feeling much like one of those disregarded objects.
I clung to hazy memories of the days I had spent here in innocent bliss, with Alexandra not so full of anxiety, Joseph ever teasing her with a more youthful smile and a more hopeful spark in his eyes.
There was silence in the dusty air that had accepted my sobbing, a swiftly approaching moonless night bringing darkness to the already dismal atmosphere. My head filled such silence with a relentless replay of the crack of the shots drowning out the chorus of screams.
I stood and began to pace the room in purposelessness, brushing aside a tapestry to reveal a mural flaking away from the abuse of time, as vague as the memory of it. It portrayed a rolling landscape of mythical creatures: a sphinx regarding nymphs around a river, phoenix and Pegasus whirling around the sky, and a dragon’s shadow on the distant mountains.
A dark thing caught my eye in the corner, a figure surprising unworn like the others. A Journeyer, a robed humanoid figure with seemingly no arms, considering its garb had no sleeves. It had a head like an owl, face hidden and pointed ears sloped across the top of its head. The white heart-shaped mask was a startling contrast against its black cloth, brightly accented by the intricate patterns of blue around its shoulders and feet. I had almost forgotten about it. So out of place, such an odd thing to have on a child’s wall, a messenger of darkness and nightmares in most myths.
Or perhaps it was an omen of truth.
I let the tapestry slip out of my hands and fall back over it, the sun having faded away so far I feared someone would come looking for me. I desperately wanted to avoid any sort of interaction.
As I snuck back through the castle there was a bleak sort of acquiescence about the halls, a mourning for what had occurred on these grounds. It simply made me number. I felt like a ghost in a corpse, my mind wandering somewhere else and my heart heavy and stiff in my chest.
While it would have been incredibly simpler to walk by the guards in the hall to my room, I decided that I would rather climb the walls of my tower in my fancy dress- that was quite shabby by now- than have to look another person in the eye. The sudden sound of whispering voices made my hand pause over the windowsill, desperate hushed tones that brought me more confusion when I realized it was Joseph and Alexandra.
I jumped into the window, intending to dismiss them. Alexandra let out a muffled yelp, hand slapping over her lips as her wide eyes darted to me.
Her free hand was balled up around a pair of boots and a satchel, my clothes and belongings scattered around her. Joseph was holding a single thief’s lantern, the light dimmed, and he was wearing a crimson cloak over his armor.
It took a moment for my accession of the situation to comprehend what was going on, “What are you two doing!?” I hissed.
“If only I hadn’t let you and Donovan leave!” Alexandra wailed, words jumbled with guilt.
“No one and everyone is to blame”, Joseph whispered.
She began to grab for random articles of clothing, “You need to change!” she insisted.
“No, we need to go”, Joseph shut the panel of the lantern, plunging us into almost complete darkness.
“Go!?” I shuffled my way uncertainly towards them, “Go where!?”
“Away from here. Away from things like what happened today,” Joseph said bitterly.
I could hear Alexandra blubbering something as his calloused hand grabbed my own, “You are like a daughter to me, Atlas, and I stand by and watch such pain be inflicted upon you. This war and Varrick’s madness have gone too far, and I have to take you away from it.”
“There is no escape from madness and war”, I said, “But I will always trust you.”
My heart was fluttering with the concept of being free of this castle, away from the false respect, and familiar faces that were as awkward as strangers, but another part of me feared the oncoming unknown, having never known anything but that life of necessary evil.
An idea occurred to me and I turned to Alexandra, grabbing a small slatted pigeon box off the table, sending her to get one as Joseph surveyed the passing guard below.
“Joseph”, I said, another concern making itself present, “What about Donovan? If we disappear, he will be the first outlet for Varrick’s wrath.”
“I was going to tell you that too. He, his family, and their assets have fled the city.”
That set oddly with me. Donovan’s father was an earl, if someone of his power was fleeing, what would that influence entail? With both of us gone, it would reflect horribly on Varrick. And how would I find Donovan now?
It left me uneasy. Surely I would see him again.
As soon as the patrol was out of sight, Joseph dropped out of the open window, the four short swords on his back catching some distant light. I was mildly disappointed that he still couldn’t find my koras.
He descended the tower with ease, Alexandra joined us again and immediately attempted to follow, her boldness surprising me, but her foot slipped as she caught a glimpse of the ground, and she immediately flattened herself to the wall of the tower, hands so tight on the windowsill it seemed her fingernails were biting into the stone. I grabbed her wrist in a delayed reaction, her lips a pale hairline underneath her terrified eyes.
I knew the patrol would make another round any second now, sending me into a small panic. Even on a moonless night, a petrified maid clinging to the window of the tower was going to be hard to miss.
“C’mon Alex!” Joseph hissed.
“I- c-can’t”, she squeaked, taking a quick glance at him and growing stiffer.
Despite the distance, I could hear him softly chuckling, “I can see up your skirt!”
And with that tease she went scrambling down the tower, crashing to a halt on the ground and slapping Joseph just as I reached them.
“Let’s move”, he commanded, grabbing Alexandra’s wrists long enough to get her away from him while she spat out hushed curses.
We followed the sounds of his muffled armor across the grounds, flinching at every patrol and spying shadow. As we transgressed the outskirts of the garden, snapping branches and leaves sounded like gunfire, every silence awaited our capture.
I could not help the mischievous smile that crept over my lips as we snuck like bandits through the night. What would the people say when they discovered I was gone?
What would Varrick think? Would he be relieved that I was gone? Would he care? Would any?
Joseph brought us to a halt, drawing us close to him. As Alexandra’s bag brushed against me I thought I heard the pigeon cluck softly, and I prayed it get no louder.
A shadow moved to my side, barley too slow to be the wind, but far too fast to be a living being, and so I dismissed it as a figment of my paranoia.
But that’s when the feeling of being watched began.
I opened my mouth to say something but Joseph urged us on, the recent patrol disappearing around the corner, we swiftly crossed the expanse of the garden, stopping at the hedges on the northern wall, the sounds of the city below and beyond. He pulled the ivy away from the stone. He opened his lantern just enough to light what he was doing, and pulled a small section of the wall free.
He motioned us inside. I tripped and bumped my head, that the passage opening directly onto stairs. I pushed Alexandra’s head down as she entered to save her from a similar fate, and Joseph finally joined us, sliding the section of wall back over the entry and fully opening his lantern to reveal the stairway curling off around a bend. A light wind teased through, filling the way with cool fresh air.


The king strode with heavy steps and a distracted mind towards the eastern tower, stoic guards bowing as he went, uneasy gloom around every corner. He toyed with the blue rose in his hands, turning it back and forth with nervous energy.
He was losing control. He could feel it slipping from his fingers, and he was helpless to stop it. He feared the oncoming storm, one he knew he couldn’t stop, one he was preparing for, and one that he could tell none about for it would only prove that he was mad.
He nodded and smiled at each guard as they addressed him, wondering what inner dispositions were held behind those stone-like faces. How many resented him now? It could not be any more than he towards himself.
With a tired sigh, he paused at the door, rapping the back of his hand softly against it, “Atlas, I need to speak with you.”
At the silence, he laid his forehead against the wood and spoke louder, “Atlas, please.”
He started to reach for the doorknob, halting apprehensively before his hand ever touched it.
“I-I cannot imagine how you feel- so- please- I beg you- just- give- give me a moment- Atlas- I’m so . . .sorry.”
He stood still and silent for a long moment at the lack of reply, his good judgement telling him not to give his impatience the satisfaction of barging in. However, he wasn’t so reserved about the privacy of her maid.
He turned and slung the adjacent door open, expecting her, with her nocturnal tendencies, to still be awake.
The darkness of the room revealed that that was not the case.
He went no further than the doorframe, speaking loudly, “Alexandra, wake Atlas, I need to speak with her.”
His eyebrows scrunched together, surely she wasn’t that heavy of a sleeper, “Alexandra!” he took a step further towards the bed, eyes adjusting to the darkness before he realized no one was in it.
An ill sort of chill started to creep its way into him and he tried to calm himself, whirling back out into the hallway, fists balled, “Atlas!” his hand came to a sharp halt on the locked knob.
He stared at it dumbly for less than a second, grabbing the key ring from his belt, fumbling for the right one and finally fitting it swiftly in the lock. He strode into the room, to be stopped dead in his tracks, eyes dashing wildly at the strewed belongings and clothes. The rose fell from his hand. His first instinct was a robbery of some sort but that wouldn’t mean Alexandra would be gone as well-
That infernal maid and knight.
He jerked quickly to the window, as if expecting them to still be climbing down, and greeted with nothing but darkness he turned to scream for the guards.

I cocked my head as I watched Joseph descend down the stone stairs “What is this? Where does it lead?” I asked him at barely above a whisper.
He led ahead of me with Alexandra leaning over his shoulder, the height of the ceiling steadily increasing as we traversed. He completely disregarded my hushed tone, his gravely baritone rumbling over the stone, “It goes through Moontear Mines and comes out by Trammelfell. From there we’ll take a ferry across the gulf to Hythe. From there we’ll go west towards the mountains and the border. I have an old friend that should still be near Voltaren and it’s on the opposite side of the world from Varrick.”
“‘Should be’, that’s reassuring”, Alexandra began, “And your plan is to shelter with your random friends while we run about like highwaymen?”
“That about sums it up”, he grinned at her and with her scowl he sighed, “I’ll play my cards on what’s best for Atlas, and I will take care of both of you. This is both an adventure and a journey to safety, to freedom. We are under no command but that of destiny. But we do so with caution.”
“That might inspire me if I was a seasoned warrior and not a maid”, Alexandra grumbled.
“The warrior-princess is inspired if that helps any” I chimed in.
Alexandra huffed out something under her breath that received an exasperated “hush” from Joseph.
The tunnel’s carved walls morphed into natural stone with hand-hued beams weaved throughout. Thinking of something, I called out to Joseph.
“Yes?” he replied.
“How did you know about this escape route?” I asked.
“I was toured when your mother put you under my protection,” he said nonchalantly.
“Of course I wasn’t allowed to know” I huffed.
“I cannot believe we’re doing this”, Alexandra grumbled.
Despite the location, I still felt the burning sensation of eyes on me, “Is there, uh, any chance we could’ve been followed?” I asked.
Alexandra looked about wildly until Joseph gave a definite “no.”
“Are you getting paranoid, Atlas? Only the innermost circle of the knights were entrusted with the knowledge, and it was to be used only in the most dire of situations, such as today’s events. Varrick may not even know of it . . . then, again, he might . . .”
We passed a beam marked with red and white slashes. Joseph blew his lantern out as we rounded the corner, a satisfied smile coming over his lips as Alexandra and I gasped.
An intricate abandoned mine opened up before us, surely as tall as the castle itself, lit almost completely by clusters of cool colored luminescent crystals dotting across the rocks like stars on an intimate sky. Bright as flame, but less harsh of a light.
“What-What stone is this?” Alexandra asked, hands hovering over the nearest crystal as if afraid it was too precious to touch.
“It’s called Moontear, hence the name of the mine,” Joseph’s sarcasm teased her.
“Why is it abandoned?” I asked as Alexandra crossed her arms.
“The man that once owned it mined all the gold out of it and left these stones after he transferred his investments into silver mines out in the dessert, not realizing the worth of the crystals. As things become abandoned, the memories become forgotten. So the knights of the Guild saw usefulness in the proximity of the mine system to the castle and decided to make it into an escape route, turning a forgotten thing into a well-kept secret,” Joseph’s eyes reflected the sparkling colors as he spoke, his voice echoing slightly in the endless silence.
Alexandra and I moved after him in complete amazement, and though we still moved down through the same large room to begin with, each new angle of the glowing stones and shafts around us was a fresh and stunning take on the wonderment of the mine.
“Imagine what these would be worth”, Alexandra whispered.
“Greed would ruin it”, I said, not particularly attempting to criticize her, “Its beauty would be squandered and destroyed if it was for wealth.”
“Although”, I said, feeling hypocritical, “Can I have one?” My eyes fell on a broken crystal the size of my hand.
“Don’t make it too publicly known that you have it, but yes, I suppose you can”, Joseph said with a shrug.
I grabbed the blue crystal as we walked by it, putting it in Alexandra’s satchel. My pigeon expressed its surprise. It illuminated several oilcloth wrapped items, presumably food, but also the sleek black barrel of a pistol at the bottom of the bag.
With my excessive examining she pulled the bag away, giving me a silent questioning stare as we trekked on. We moved through the maze of the mine in a way that made me excessively grateful for Joseph’s sharp memory in the confusing but beautiful mess of tunnels and rooms.
As I stopped to observe a large cluster of the crystal, a pattern caught my eye, a mix of swirling blue much like the color of the crystal but an odd formation all the same, and I froze as it moved, a liquid shadow accented with the color.
And it came forth out of the darkness as if leaping from the walls of my childhood, more lithe than a panther and poised as gracefully as any predator, the slitted eyes on its white mask seeming to look into my very soul.
A Journeyer. The Journeyer. My Journeyer.


 




Chapter 3- And Take Revenge on Existence
My scream echoed across the walls. I heard Joseph and Alexandra halt and whirl.
I dared not take my eyes from the slitted ones for fear of it disappearing; proving that it was only a ghost created by paranoia.
“Atlas!?” he yelled, running in my direction.
It turned as smooth as a wave and fused back into the shadows, the patterns on its cloak trailing into the darkness soundlessly.
Joseph ran to me, a sword drawn.
I lifted a trembling hand to point a finger at something no longer there.
“What is it!? What did you see!?” He demanded, looking fearfully at my face, as his hands fumbled to light his lantern.
“A Journeyer”, I whispered, not even believing my own words.
“What!?” he got the lantern lit, a beam slicing out into the darkness, and he swung it about wildly, “You saw what!?”
Alexandra appeared to the other side of me, holding a long thin dagger, and the sight of her with a weapon was almost as surprising as my previous encounter.
“Did you say a Journeyer? That awful white-faced thing that was on the wall of your nursery? It always gave me chills” Alexandra stood stiff as she gazed out, “But they’re one of the things that was really a myth.”
“Apparently not,” I said quietly, eyes on the empty darkness. 
“Are you . . . alright?” Joseph asked slowly, still looking at me.
“Yes. Yes, I am”, I said with a bit of frustration at his skepticism.
He looked uncomfortably concerned as he moved in the direction I pointed, scanning every nook and cranny “Atlas, we’re in a small room, there’s nowhere for anything to hide”, He tried to use logic to insist, “Perhaps you’re just a bit shaken.”
“You don’t really think I saw it, do you?” I said indignantly.
“I think you would like me to tell you ‘no’. But that would be a lie.”
“Fine”, I crossed my arms, almost having convinced myself that my own paranoia was creating things to haunt me, “Let’s just move on.”
“Yes, but let’s move swiftly. And watching each other’s backs wouldn’t hurt either” Joseph ushered us on with a swing of his lantern, casting jagged shadows out over the cave.
Alexandra and I stayed close behind him now, she muttering something about the demons of our past pursuing us.
“I thought they were just messengers of nightmares”, I commented back.
“I’ve heard that they are the warning of devastation”, Joseph said, “But I’ve also heard them called angels of change, peacemakers, dealers of punishment and justice, figures of mystery and death” his voice trailed off, but then he rumbled out a laugh, “But I’m not afraid of some old witch tales.”
He turned and winked at us “I’ve seen enough not to be.”
His words sunk in with a more foreboding undertone in the following silence as we traveled on through the abandoned mine- the feeling of being watched ever persistent.

A dark skinned man laid hidden on cold roof, a slick and intricate musket stabilized on sacks of flour. He desperately tried to adjust sights he knew skewed, jostled presumably on the climb up.
He sighed with a growl, slowly consumed by a defeated feeling. He laid the weapon at ease and traded it for a narrow spyglass to gaze bitterly at the man that would have been his target.
Lafayette. Dressed in full black like a mourner, presumably so the smoke and coal did not visibly corrupt his clothes. It made him seem even paler, face rimmed with a short haired beard-enough to define his jaw- and ash brown hair making his eyes indiscernible. He preached to a crowd of tired workers, his silver tongue sewing words that somehow overcame the feelings of disdain that laid over them.
He was the coal in the forge of Icarus Industries, the deathly machine and innovations that fueled the king’s war.
“And without coal, there is no fire”, he whispered as he put the spyglass away and began to crawl down the roof, his gun in front of him.
A patrol moved on the street below and he froze, brushing a hand over his beating heart and the scar of the traitor’s brand on his skin, a simple outline of a rooster that declared him lower than any man. A punishment more mocking than death, meant to make his life more miserable than such.
`The nobility had marked him as their enemy and it was a role he was happy to fulfill.
But not today.
The guard moved on and he slid off the roof, rifle in hand.
Three men and women waited in the street below, outlined by distant streetlight, eyes full of dying hope.
“Why’d you not shoot, Legion?” The woman questioned.
His feet hit the ground a bit rougher than desired, and he winced, handing the gun off with a sigh of defeat, “God or the devil or some awful beast is on his side. Every attempt at anything against him finds some small way to fail. Destiny smiles upon his wretched life. I could put a bullet in his head and he’d walk away whistling.”
“All our patience, all our efforts, it all seems that for every great sacrifice we receive a mocking spark of false hope”, a man growled, “The risk seems never worth the reward.”
“That’s only what the higher ones want ya to think” A sandy haired boy smelling of horses offered, “They cover up success and protest so it only looks like we fail. It keeps us ignorantly in check.”
“He’s right”, Legion responded with a grin, “Quite clever. Lafayette is another flame living on the false fuel of legend and rumors. Our ignorance is his gain.”
But in the sullen silence Legion grew more vengeful, “Speaking of sacrifice that amounted to nothing. Lafayette was in that factory. You knew that. I knew that. My men knew that! They were willing, and they lost their lives to try to bring change to this existence. All but one, only to escape and be killed as a public example. A pig for slaughter. A message in favor of all we despise” He slammed a fist onto the slick stone wall behind him, splattering a mixture of tar-like goo and algae over his arm, “And there Lafayette stands without a scratch.”
“Ah, but you just talked about how they only make you think you have failed. Your surrender is too early”, a voice said, two figures appearing down the alley, a young man and a servant groveling after him.
Legion’s hand went instinctively to the sword at his side, “Who are you? And what do you mean?”
“You’re struggles have not amounted to nothing. The sparks of revolution are sputtering to life all around us. But they are tiny and fragile things, easily extinguished if you give up. But with some coaxing, they could become the inferno of a new age” The newcomer offered.
Legion was skeptical, but intrigued all the same, and there was an intendedly dramatic pause that only succeeded in annoying him.
“And it will take clever planning. And resources. Something you would need me for,” the newcomer offered.
Legion relaxed his grip on his sword, glancing at the faces his couldn’t see, “Well, don’t you think you’re important?” He scoffed at the boy.
“I do. As important as you, Legion. You are a fulcrum turning tides.”
Legion’s eyebrow quirked as he extended a hand he hoped the boy could see “Well since you know me so well, I would think an introduction on your part would be in order.”
“Master Donovan”, he flinched as he shook Legion’s muck-covered hand.
“Shake a little of that blueblood daintiness off”, he grabbed Donovan’s wrist and jerked him close, “It’ll do nothing but get you killed here.”
Donovan grew defensive, “My blood, no matter the color, is a quite valuable thing. It will get you far in your endeavors.”
Guards passed in the distant street, Legion’s eyes sharply following them.
He turned back to Donovan, “You better be able to prove yourself of those big words- and have a pretty good explanation as to why someone like you is biting the hand that feeds you from a gilded spoon.”
“I’ve seen the light, the error of the ways-
Legion’s grip tightened on his wrist, the man easily able to spot a lie.
“Alright! Alright! Varrick tried to have me killed today!” he winced, “made my betrothed pick between me and some protesters. I think I know which one he wanted her to pick. . .” his voice trailed off in a grumble.
“There’s a real answer, a real motivator.” Legion grinned as he let him go.
The boy unconsciously rubbed his wrist once before dropping the gesture, “I have information on the royal family, shipping reports, and diplomacy records. Also, rumors and discord are spreading like wildfire up at the castle. The upper city is in a panic”
The guards were approaching for another round and it seemed this time they might enter the alley. Legion tensed. It was only a matter of time before they found his flour sacks on the roof anyway.
 Having that as a motivator, and convinced by such promises, Legion moved forward, “Let’s go to a more suitable place for conversation”, he ushered Donovan on and his group moved wordlessly with him, and they disappeared into the night, a single spark amongst flames.


The blue stones were far behind us, shut away through a complicated maze of tight passages and hidden doors that made me marvel at Joseph’s memory. By the time Alexandra and I had begun to tease him about lack of remembrance, he had moved the last large stone aside, flooding the passageway with fresh air.
We stepped out into a forest, the stars visible through the canopies as we moved by the trunks. The darkness laid around us as we traveled by Joseph’s sliver of light, every sound threating and mysterious until we reached the main road, small farm houses dotting the cleared landscape. The lights of the city rose up in the northeast, small things believing they had a place amongst the stars.
I had never seen the city at night, or the whole city to be exact. Varrick had snuck me out of the castle on multiple instances at what seemed like a lifetime ago, but never beyond the walls. And I had traveled to the closer cities, but exclusively by carriage during the day, and in stayed in rich estates at night.
Slow moving bits of light confused me at first, but I soon realized it was a train. Of course I’d never ridden that either. It was a marvel, the tracks were sewed into the land by Icarus Industries in recent times, my days of not being important enough to leave the castle.
“It would seem a simple life, with simple pleasers, brings one closer to the privilege of freedom”, I whispered softly, eyeing the distant small farmhouses.
“Ah but simple lives give one more labor. And less desires fulfilled”, Alexandra replied.
“Every person looks upon another and yearns for some aspect of their life because, as humans, we make our struggles look easier than the rest. Can you imagine how many people would like to be higher than they were, for the control it gives them over their fate?” Joseph said, all our eyes on the distant lights.
“Till they come too high and realize that their power is the thing shaping who they are, and each decision conforms them to the unspoken standards of society.” I sighed bitterly.
“But does one have to live a life of strife to understand that? If someone in power escaped to simplicity would they yearn to go back to their previous life, and vice versa? Or would they be happy to escape old trails and embrace new ones?” the light glared off Alexandra’s glasses and hid her eyes, her words leaving a somber and thoughtful silence before Joseph motioned us on.
“Trammelfell is only a few hours to the west, so it won’t take us long to reach it”, Joseph said, “If you see anyone coming, especially from the east, tell me, and hide.”
We journeyed with nothing but the wind breaking the silence for a while, the air smelling of an oncoming winter, a minor chill to the night. While I was grateful for my gaudy dress keeping me warm, it was starting to chafe me in tight places, the lace was ripping, and each step made it made it slowly more uncomfortable. Fancy clothes were not made for erratic escapes to freedom.
My eyelids were heavy, and as was my body. The aching in my feet grew more persistent as well, and I wondered if it was weariness or my shoes.
“How close is the city exactly? And what’s the possibility of buying clothes when we get there?” I asked.
“Not too far, but we can stop to rest if you’d like, Atlas”, Joseph offered and paused.
“No, I can make it”, I replied, “This stupid dress is the main problem.”
“Well, I can search for clothes in the city, but if you are tired as well you should get a bit of rest, we won’t be stopping for sleep until we cross the bay. We need to stay leaps and bounds in front of Varrick’s men”, Joseph said.
“Sleep doesn’t sound bad”, Alexandra said with a yawn.
Grateful to feel like I wasn’t inconveniencing anyone, I basically collapsed down on the slope beside the road. Alexandra joined me and handed a small piece of bread to each of us, and passed around the water skin. Joseph put the lantern in the middle of us, opening its shutter so that more light shone out.
They spoke to each other for a while, talking about the cities and roads, l listening but staying mysteriously fascinated by the distant lights. Alexandra yawned again, this time contagious enough for me to do the same, and Joseph picked up his lantern. He offered his cloak to me first and when I refused Alexandra took it, using it as a pillow.
“Get some rest”, he insisted, turning the light away from us, turning to stand nobly on watch, lit like an eerie statue.
I couldn’t protest the command, laying down with my head on my hands. At first I did not expect sleep to come easily on the cold ground, slightly damp with dew. It was certainly a change from my bed at the castle. But as soon as I closed my eyes, a fitful sleep overcame me, after all, it had been a long day.


 




Chapter 4- Binds Us all to Unique Realities
Old memories came forth. Childhood laughter, teenage sorrow, mingled, vivid, but distant.
People I knew. One’s that had gone. Mary and Leopold.
A mural wall, the paint more vivid, the creatures not worn away, and a white Journeyer watching me play in the garden with Alexandra. But she didn’t know it was there.
Donovan. Love. But something was wrong. I feared for him.
Suitors. Friends. Guards.
A dragon. Fear. Death.
A red-headed woman with different colored eyes, her presence soothing. A boy that would scream with no sound. A man that loved her, that brought darkness and blood when he found out she was dead. Then not. Then gone.
A baby in the gutter.
Varrick screaming, crying, hurt, exhausted. He thought himself mad. He must defend them all against something they would not listen to.
 Cockfights, jousts, a dog race. Not with nobility. I was in peasant clothes, snuck out with an equally unassuming Varrick. I looked up at him, we were out of place but comfortable.
“I think I kind of like wearing pants”, I said with a sly smile. People cheered around us, a rooster victorious.
He snorted, then laughed. So long since he’d laughed like that. He had such a nice smile, wrinkling his nose, his elegant teeth flashing.
It all fell away. Nothing, then something.
I was on the floor of a gilded room, a masked angel slumped wearily on a throne before me. His face was concealed, hidden under a distressed silver mask of feathers that swept back over his head, his wings held stiffly above him, greater than the back of the throne itself.
He spoke, his voice a deep mystic thing, “A hero with a legacy forgotten and tarnished will come with a warrior of shadows and nightmares to fight the oncoming storm of darkness. They succeed when they are free, when they gain their wings and fly- but in the end, and only alone their fate is to sacrifice and die.”
I paused, struck with both the disbelief of the clarity of the dream, and the full belief that I or my imagination was quite insane.
“I am Icarus.” He looked up with eyes I couldn’t see. “And we will meet again, Atlas.”
I startled violently awake, breathing heavily. It awoke Alexandra, but she had done so too late to see my outburst, and said nothing, grunting as she stretched. Joseph heard her and came to us.
“I believe that rest did more harm than good”, she grumbled as she stood, and winced as she popped her back.
Joseph spoke as I stood, “Well-rested, Atlas?”
“That’s not the words I would use for it”, I replied.
Alexandra glanced at me with heavy eyelids, “We left a castle to sleep on the ground.”
Joseph laughed, “It’s good for you. It builds character.”
“And back pain”, She said in an almost inaudible tone, cracking her spine, “I’m old, Joseph, in case you’d forgotten.”
“So am I, Alex, I just age more gracefully than you,” Joseph grinned, speaking again before Alexandra could, “C’mon, let’s move”, he insisted as she hurled his cloak back at him. He took a glance backwards at Forscythe, and then we moved on, Trammelfell somewhere on the fields beyond, and the castle and the memories of falling further and further behind me.


I changed in a hay barn with Alexandra’s help, Joseph standing diligent watch. It was a relief being clothed in farmer’s clothes and boots. They were hardy, conformable, but a bit awkward, not made for one size or gender but covered in adjustable belts at fitting points to suit almost anyone.
Joseph had bought them from someone on the outskirts of town, a simple tailor on the verge of closing shop, but still willing to sell to us at the hour. Alexandra was distraught at not just the sight of me in trousers, but Joseph had made her hand over her apron bearing Varrick’s roaring wolf, and her polished leather shoes, something she was quite fond of, but he convinced her they looked too rich. She immediately retaliated about his armor, to which he claimed a warrior traveling was far less questionable than a castle maid.
He wanted to buy her cheaper glasses too. She told him that he could take the current ones from her cold dead body.
“I’m selling this dress and apron when we get into town”, Joseph said, Alexandra having stowed her shoes in her satchel, “They’re excess weight, and they’ll probably pay for our passage. Not that we don’t have the funds, but that way they can be dedicated to pursuing better pleasures for ourselves, such as food. Or water.”
“What market is going to be open this late?” Alexandra questioned.
“If you read about anything useful, or”, he scoffed, “got out more, you would know that this city is alive all hours. It is a town where the residents are poor, especially with the war. They don’t know if they’ll see tomorrow, or if they’ll end up in a factory or on the battlefield. Sleep is irrelevant, and the present is to be celebrated,” he looked back at us and smiled, “Don’t take samples, don’t try to reason with anyone you can’t understand, don’t take anything even if they say it’s free, and check your pockets if anyone bumps into you.”
“This sounds barbaric”, Alexandra said, with an expression of dread.
“This sounds exciting”, I replied.
Sure enough, the air began to buzz with activity, the sound of voices and distant music growing louder as we approached the inner city, travelers and wagons appearing on the road in greater concentration around us.
“Are you aware that it’s going to take days to get to the western side of Viafinis?” Alexandra said, eyeing distant masts of ships that rose like sailed towers.
“No, it never occurred to me.” He accented his sarcasm with a wink as she frowned.
Meanwhile I had become entranced by the city, the movement, the life, all so thrilling. The smell of foods whisked through the air with the smells of perfume, and other odd things, the sound of speaking blurring with the wild movement around us.
“This place is awful compared to Wolfsden”, Alexandra began.
Joseph took on a high-pitched mocking version of her voice, “Full of lovely estates where you were born to a prestigious line of maids and butlers, and all women acted daintily and all men were groomed like great stallions-
“Don’t mock me, Joseph”, she acted as if it greatly angered her, but I knew it didn’t.
A man bumped into me and apologized, his eyes lingering on my face for a second before turning away. It then occurred to me how much I felt the looks directed my way were accusatory now. Did anyone know my face? Were we going to get caught?
I stayed even closer to Joseph until we reached the square, my attention peaked again by the fresh sight, lit by so many different lanterns and lights that it was like daytime in the square. The people were packed even closer than before, but not too tightly for dancers to weave about, for ribbon to fly through the air. There were masked chanters, men that breathed fire, whole bands, all their sounds mingled. Some stopped to observe, to others the displays were meaningless.
Booths rimmed the edges and wherever they could cluster, boasting everything from textiles to exotic fruit and shining weapons, the men and women themselves just as rich in verity. Joseph grinned when he saw my mesmerized smile.
As we moved my hands stayed lingering out, constantly brushing against Alexandra and Joseph, desperate not to lose them in the beautiful chaos. Joseph stopped three times haggling prices, talking once in a language I had never heard. He sold the apron, but apparently wanted a better price for the dress.
Each time we stopped we were encouraged to buy or participate in something. Dancers wrapped silk around my neck, a woman pushed jewelry towards me, and chocolate was brought to my lips. Joseph helped me refuse, Alexandra responding less sheepishly than I and refusing his help.
He finally found a trader’s stand that pleased him, arguing the price of a dress I was not sad to see go.
I finally noticed the group of boys beside me, all dressed in drab clothing except for a colorful rag tied somewhere on their body, and a blue bomb painted over their hearts. The tallest approached me, carrying himself in an obviously authoritive way.
“Got any coin for some hungry kids?” he asked.
“No, I don’t, I’m sorry”, I did feel sorry for him and his group, wondering if Joseph would be willing to spare some minor funds.
I expected the boy to leave then but he stayed put, “Anything else then?”
“Like food? . . . No.” I gave him a puzzled look.
“Nah, like stories, or riddles. Treasures of the mind,” he shrugged, “costs you nothing but undervalued time.”
Perplexed but interested in the request, my eyes flicked to Joseph to see how long he was from finishing up, having started in on some story about war veterans with the vendor.
“My favorites are riddles. You any good at ‘em?” The others leaned forward eagerly with his request.
“I would say I’m adequate, I’ve read quite a few books,” I said.
“Well that’d be good. We ain’t got those around here. I wouldn’t be able to read them if we did”, he grinned, “Tell you what, tell me three riddles from your books, we’re pretty good at solving them. If I get all three,” He motioned to Joseph, “We get a few coins from him. If you stump me, I’ll give you a treasure.”
I glanced again at Joseph, Alexandra watching a fiery haired lute player with her arms crossed.
“I either gain coins or a new riddle, so I like the game,” he grinned.
“Alright”, I said, thinking for a moment while he watched me rather smugly, “I’ll accept your terms.”
Surely Joseph wouldn’t be too angry at me for gambling a few coins.
“What has a single eye but cannot see?” I said, having recalled for a moment.
The others watched him expectantly as he pondered, “A cyclops can see, but has one eye. A potato, perhaps? No, that can have more than one eye. A needle!”
“Yes,” I said, nervous that he’d gotten it that fast.
The others jumped and hooted with his victory as I began to think again.
“What belongs to you but is always used more by others?” I asked.
“Your sense of self-worth?” One offered.
“No, but that’s perhaps a bit deeper than the answer”, I replied.
The leader boy scrunched his eyebrows as he thought, rubbed his chin, than snapped triumphantly, “Your name!”
I cursed under my breath and checked Joseph’s progress. He wouldn’t be long now.
There was one Varrick had told me multiple times, a good one at that, but there was a problem with it. I didn’t know the answer. In fact, he’d told it to me those times as if he himself didn’t know.
As much as I could remember, I spoke, “Warrior made still,
Who sits on a hill
And smothers all of our seas.
Whose land is poor,
But full of lore,
And roars with hardship and pleas.
He knows of the dark plans
And all but demands
That money be pressed to the ground.
Silver and gold
Are built up to mold
What future sees when past found.
Who is he?”
He seemed impressed, if not deeply perplexed, and I began to wonder if it was cheating to ask a riddle with no answer. Or perhaps I’d accept his answer anyway if I dubbed it an acceptable one.
Suddenly the sound of a sword bashing against a shield drew the attention of the square, the wild activity coming to a halt as heads turned towards a guard who was now standing on the edge of the center fountain. Several other guards were gathered at his feet, waiting stoically for silence.
The boy looked at me, as if in a trance, “The storm in the west disturbs the spirt. The myths say the sky, but it looks more like you’re about to have the weight of the world.”
“Hear ye! Hear ye! A raven from His Majesty, King Varrick has just been received!” the guard called.
I continued to listen, paling as the boy turned to me with a sly smile. I felt a small piece of metal in my hand, a delicate chain rippling over my fingers as he pushed a necklace into my palm.
“There is great fortune and praise for the information and capture of Princess Atlas! Any information should be brought to the nearest guard station, and posters will soon be available for identification! If any-”
Heads turned, voices began to speak as Joseph seized my arm, Alexandra’s jaw slack. We started to move out towards an ally, the group of boys waving at me.
“Good luck, Atlas!” He called, “You’re going to need it.”
I felt Alexandra grab my hand as reality itself seem to be swept away around us, our group of three falling into oblivion as the people and the square vanished.


 




Chapter 5- And Tears Away From All We Held as the Truth
My feet hit the ground, as if I’d actually fallen. My ankle buckled and I barely caught myself on the edge of a thick table, feeling Alexandra’s hand slip loose from my arm. Not knowing what had happened I looked around wildly.
Where was the town? The people?
Alexandra and Joseph stood to my side, and I looked down at the necklace in my hand, the metal hot and the liquid sky inside of it now about halfway full.
Alexandra jumped to her feet, shouting hysterically, “What just happened!? Where are we?”
Joseph’s eyes combed the room, and his hand hovered over the hilt of a sword. 
It was a large circular room full of curtained alcoves with numerals above them, and two doors were to our south. It was rimmed at the base with what appeared to be the Moontear from before, refined as trim on the wall and around the table. Above us the roof was supported by crossed beams, rich wood with the veins of blue through it. The room was lit well as a result, but everything was dulled, being covered in a thin layer of dust.
Alexandra went ballistic towards Joseph, wailing about how we were almost caught, how his head would’ve looked rolling down the steps of the courtyard, right before hers. His only response was that beheading was much less common than a firing squad or hanging, so those two were much more likely.
Turning away from his answer, she grabbed me again, seeing my eyes turn back to the cooling necklace.
“Why are you staring at that?” Her finger trembled as she pointed.
“I- um- I think it brought us here. It was full of that odd liquid, now it’s not. I know that’s not great logic but-”
“Aren’t you pleased with yourself, wanting magic in your life and now you’ve got a cursed necklace”, she scoffed.
Joseph cleared his throat, moving the first curtain aside. It was the nude forms of Adam and Eve fleeing a dark tree with a golden fruit, a snake forever silently screaming for them.
Alexandra and I looked at one another.
“What does that have to do with anything?” She asked.
He shrugged and moved the next one aside. A man approached the tree holding a piece of paper, now a dead thing lacking fruit, the huge serpent watching him with indigo eyes, a tongue the color of blood flicking free from its mouth.
“What does the paper he has say?” I asked Alexandra as we moved towards Joseph, knowing she was adept in reading several languages.
“It’s Latin, you’ve been learning it for years now,” she crossed her arms.
“I’ve never paid much attention”, I stretched the back of my head with a slight smile and a wince.
Joseph laughed as she rolled her eyes, “Of course you haven’t.”
She adjusted her glasses and squinted, “Ad Occidentem. It just says ‘go west’.” She shrugged.
“What does that supposed to mean? It’s awfully vague.” Joseph asked her.
She narrowed her eyes, voice dripping with sarcasm, “I don’t know, that’s why I shrugged, Joseph.”
He shot her an unamused expression as I moved the next curtain. The serpent dripped venom upon the man, the dark substance congealing to wings on his back and horns upon his head, his face turned upward in a silent screech.
The next painting was a town fleeing, people with blazing violet eyes and dragons with similar features slaying them as they fled, blue fire and blood contrasting each other as they poured on the streets. The image after that was the creatures and people gathered together, all clothed different, from different times and places. They were leaned close, conspiring something.
The results of showed after, dragons ravaging and slaying the serpent on its tree. On the next they were afraid, seemingly stuck to the tree, stretched like dogs on a chain as they strained and roared at one another.
“What do these mean? How do they pertain to us? How did we get here?” Alexandra crossed her arms.
“You know dragons were very real once” Joseph said, “My great grandfather killed one.”
She rolled her eyes, “Kind of like how you slew a hundred men army by yourself in a battle, and how your father took down a gryphon?”
“Yes”, he said, pointedly, “Exactly like that.”
He motioned for me to keep going and I did so. People came to individual dragons with letters in hand, all languages but I suspected they said the same thing, for I recognized a few- “Go west”. They were shaking the talons of the creatures, their own palms bloody, most of them holding weapons. The dragons appeared to be gifting the people something, some gold, shimmering beauty for one, wicked weapons, women, and other things left to interpretation.
The next painting was cut into three frames, a man entering, refusing a white dragon, and slaying it.
We all gasped as I revealed the next. He was skinning the beast, taking the hide to make an armless robe on his body, and as a heart-shaped mask on his head. The other dragons watched on with diligent glares, but were still as stone.
“Are you telling me that it’s purely coincidental you supposedly saw one of those”, Alexandra looked at me and then motioned to the man in the white robes, “And now we have no idea how we got in this place but there’s a painting of a Journeyer here?”
“Maybe we’re all part of Atlas’s illusion”, Joseph suggested.
I stopped, “Don’t do that to me.”
“Keep going.” He encouraged.
In the next frame the white Journeyer charged upon the tree of dragons, an army of Journeyers bearing every color going forth with him.
The next was a grim scene of flaming robes and bodies upon the ground, very few of them dragons. And the very last picture was wounded Journeyers gathered around a maroon tapestry with strange writing, all looking at one holding a picture of giant black owl fighting a dark dragon.
“13 nonsense paintings, how lucky”, Alexandra murmured.
“It didn’t end very lucky for them either”, Joseph pointed out, “Some of those dragons were still alive in the end.”
“What does that tapestry say?” I asked.
“I don’t know”, she said, “I’ve never seen that type of writing before.”
“That’s my Journeyer” My finger brushed across the surface as if I could touch it, a picture within a painting.
“It does look like the one from your nursery wall”, Alexandra confirmed.
“And the one I saw.” I shot them a look.
 Joseph shook his head as he started towards one of the doors.
“Where are you going?” Alexandra followed him, I tailing her.
“I’m going to find a way out of this ridiculous den of owl people, so I can figure out where we are,” he replied.
Excitement bubbled forth within me, “Do you think that there are Journeyers here?” I asked.
He opened the left door, cobwebs trailing off with it, and dust swirling on the floor.
“I don’t think there’s been anything here in a long time”, he said.
It opened to a common area with dusty coals in its fireplace, bedchambers to one side, and a kitchen to the other, full of rustic but well-built fixtures, and a functioning water tap. The final room, connecting back to the mural area, was a library, much to the delight of Alexandra. There was a huge, textured map of Viafinis in the middle of the room, overseen by a large odd owl statue of no recognizable breed. Its outspread wings overshadowed the land, and a dead serpent lay limp in its claws.
“Great, there’s no bloody exit” Joseph grumbled.
Alexandra did not have similar concerns, studying the map, “What are these?” She pointed to small owl statues dotting the map, each beside a small hole in the land.
Joseph began to rap his knuckles against different walls, listening hopefully to each, but receiving no response but that of unbreakable solidity.
I shrugged, “How would I know?”
She turned to the books and papers littering the ground around the map, flipping through them till she found one she could read, pushing her glasses up her nose and squinting.
“It describes falling . . . moving, going across the land . . . faster than any bird or beast”, she said.
“Yes, we’ve experienced that part now how do we get out? You’re the worrier of the group, Alex, I’m surprised you’re not more concerned”, Joseph peered behind a bookshelf.
“I worry about relative things like getting put out of my job, or executed because I kidnapped a princess, not how to escape a seemingly safe place.”
“What if it’s not safe?” Joseph asked her.
“At the first sign of that I will panic,” she assured him.
I scoffed at their bickering as I began to explore, pausing before a desk in the corner. The red tapestry from the last painting hung above it-or a copy of such- sewn through with the alien gilded letters Alexandra couldn’t read. It spoke importance to me in a way I couldn’t understand, and for some reason I yearned to know what it said.
Joseph sit down against a wall, closing his eyes, and was soon snoring softly. Alexandra regarded him for a moment, then continued to scrutinize papers, not speaking a word for a while. In the silence, I found a loose sheet of paper, and a piece of charcoal, and used them to copy the entire tapestry, sketching a Journeyer in the corner for good measure.
I folded it and placed it in my pocket as Alexandra stood and beckoned me. With the sound of my chair scooting out Joseph startled awake. I walked over to her, and she handed me a parchment, covered in words I didn’t understand but also included illustrations of the necklace fitting into the holes on the map, and turning like a key.
“Let me start by telling you I’ve never had any faith in magic,” Alexandra crossed her arms, “And have had no reason to. We have nothing to go on but these random sheets, and since that’s the best instruction we’ve got, we’re probably going to have to trust it.”
Joseph joined us, his eyebrows scrunched as he listened intently.
“It says the liquid in the necklace is like fuel, it can only transport so many people so far, and only to one of the statues. However, if you’ve already visited a statue, you can move from it to here as you please without depleting any of the necklace, and vice-versa. But even then, the statues can only move so many people as well.”
“So since we’ve never visited a statue, we’re going to have to use the necklace, aren’t we?” Joseph asked.
“Yes, but-”
He turned to me, mistaking her hesitation for a conclusion, “How’d those street boys even get that?” He turned back to Alexandra, “And we didn’t put it in a map to come here, so how did that work? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“You interrupted her”, I offered.
“Sorry,” he gave Alexandra an overly dramatic sympathetic expression.
She huffed, looking down. She shifted for a moment with apprehension, then spoke, “I don’t think it would transport more than two people this time. And I don’t want an adventure- I never have.”
“Are you suggesting we just abandon you here and hope you don’t starve to death before we find a way back?” Joseph said.
“The alternative is for all of us to stay here together and starve to death quicker. Would you prefer that?” she retorted.
“She has a point,” I said.
Joseph frowned, but Alexandra shrugged, “I’ve got food and apparently running water. I’ll last a while.”
Joseph grumbled, “I don’t like this,” he scratched his beard nervously, “If we must leave, you must know that I will come back for you, no matter what.”
“My hero,” She rolled her eyes but turned her head to cover up a reserved smile.
Joseph turned to me, and I held the necklace dumbly.
“So where do you want to go?” I looked at the map.
He pointed to the mountains on the western side of the map, “The statue there is actually remarkably close to where the tribe should be this time of year,” he crossed his arms, “Maybe we should just see if this will work first, though, before we go headlong into a quest.”
“We need to find allies for resources,” I inputted.
“Alright, maybe a visit . . . But only if we’re close,” Joseph said.
I took another glance at Alexandra, who was still scrutinizing papers. She looked up, “Make sure you’re holding onto each other, you want to go together.”
I moved the necklace over the key-hole, the chain wound around my fingers as I grabbed Joseph’s arm.
“Goodbye, Alex,” He said.
“Don’t say it so grimly, it makes it sound so final. It’s simply ‘see you soon’,” she said.
He nodded, and she looked at me.
“Congratulations, you got your wish. It’s not just tiny remains of legends anymore, we’re surrounded by them,” she said as I turned the necklace like a key, and before I could say a word, the feeling of falling overcame us.


 




Chapter 6- Thus We Have Forgotten About Lost Depravity
We came crashing to a halt on a snowy ground, a landing a bit less rough than the last time. Joseph lit his lantern, the light illuminating a cold cedar glade. It was a tiny clearing, enveloped in silence and chill, overseen by a statue of a snowy owl with a viper in its claws.
I looked down at my hand. The necklace was almost empty now, only a tiny bit of liquid swirling around at the bottom under a clear sky and translucent stars.
Joseph kicked the snow and I shivered slightly, our breath freezing in the air. I reached my hand out to touch the cold stone of the owl, and I glanced at Joseph, “I’m going to see if I can go back, just to check. I’ll return right away if so.”
“Good,” he said, “Better you than me, though. That experience makes my head ache a little.”
With a palm placed flat on the statue, I pictured the map and the library, and Alexandra. I was again whisked away, now standing beside the map. Alexandra jumped slightly, sitting at the desk.
“I see it works,” She said with a smile.
“Fantastic, Isn’t it?” I said, “Being able to jump from place to place faster than any ship sails or any bird flies?”
“Fantastic, yes, but also concerning,” Her eyes rested on a book she had open with the same suspicious expression she made when she thought milk had spoiled.
“What?” I said, hand hovering over the map.
“It says only those that wear the cloth of a Journeyer can use the spell to move across the world,” she said.
“I’ve always thought Joseph’s cloak was different,” her protest stopped with my grin, “I jest. Are you concerned because now we can’t trust that all these papers have correct information?”
“Well, yes, but the scribbled note at the bottom says ‘it has been discovered that those with blood poisoned by the Order of Ouroboros may also use it. Be wary and be ready.’”
“Concerning. Isn’t Ouroboros that old symbol of a snake eating itself?” I asked.
“So you did pay attention to some history lessons. They symbol is sometimes a dragon. Meaning eternity usually,” she replied.
I made a motion towards the painting room, “Dragons and snakes are something we’ve seen before.”
“Yes but it’s all a great tangled mystery right now,” she pushed her glasses up her nose.
“So does that mean one of us is ‘poisoned’?”
“That goes along with the mystery part.”
I moved my hand over the map, aware that Joseph might be getting concerned, “Well then, apparently you should be wary and ready, Alexandra.”
“I always am. Same to you. Don’t get into anything stupid with Joseph,” she instructed.
“Oh, I believe we are past that point,” I touched the keyhole at first, and my heart fluttered when nothing happened, but when I moved my hand to the owl I came down in the snow beside Joseph.
He handed me his cloak and a pair of the swords, “I was getting a little worried.”
I clipped the cloak on, and double looped it around my shoulders. I walked after Joseph as I slid the sheaths of the swords onto my belt. Actually carrying a weapon would be a new experience for me.
“We have a great advantage being able to cross the world like it’s nothing,” he said.
“Yeah, Alexandra said something about only certain people being able to use it. Journeyers and those with blood tainted by ‘the order of Ouroboros’.”
“That snake thing? So, some of that weird information might be wrong,” he shrugged.
He looked back at me as I finally got my belt buckled, “You know not use those unless needed, of course. A sword that always stays sheathed is a much more powerful statement when drawn.”
I finally noticed his armor revealed by a lack of his cloak, not one I’d seen for a very long time. His breastplate and shoulder guards were golden colored and stamped with the roaring lion of the knight’s Guild. I started to ask him about it and internally answered my own question, a member of the Guild was a revered figure, showing such a symbol could get us into, and out of a lot.
“So where exactly is the camp? And who are these people, you said tribe?” I began to walk in his deeper footsteps.
“They and those who know them call them ‘The Forsaken’. The Guild’s had dealings with them in the past. They don’t ever draw first blood and they will ally with none, we figured that out when we tried to recruit them for the armies. They mine the materials to create gunpowder, specializing in ancient methods of bombs, and arrows that rain fire. Also at their disposal is elegantly powerful ships that can plow through the icy rivers of the peaks, and consequently, any ship they encounter.”
He paused as we came out of the forest and onto a field of snow, the great mountains rising before us and to the west, framing the splattered sharp stars. Joseph pointed out a trail, two pairs of footsteps breaking the pristine sheet of ice. He followed it, his lantern glistening on the cold ground.
“They also wield weapons made of packed ice, never melting, awfully sharp. They’re a unique people, nomadic and sometimes hard to find, but Varrick wanted them on his side badly. They told him that if he didn’t leave them alone that they would show him how effective in battle they could be.”
Slow, large snowflakes began to fall.
“Through negations I befriended their leader, or I hope she still is. Her name is Delilah. Though we now have a place to stay, we’re still going to need rations, and my funds won’t last forever. We’re eventually going to have to work. Perhaps she could give us a job and a purpose, and if we stay with a people that don’t want to be found, than it narrows are chances of being found. Speaking of that, it amazes me how quickly Varrick got on you being gone, and I’m sorry-”
I grabbed his arm, cutting him off as two figures approached in the distance, a lone torch cutting out in the dark.
“That’s probably them, but be ready for anything,” Joseph paused and watched them, continuing on but making sure he stayed between me and them.
Our groups approached each other till the two men stopped a ways from us. From where we stood they were menacing, bundled from head to toe in drab rags and hide, and faces covered with snarling half-masks.
“Who are you?!” the taller one called, voice slightly muffled.
They both carried bow and arrows, the shorter one holding the torch. I realized he couldn’t be but a boy.
“I am Joseph, a friend to Delilah! I wish to speak with her,” he unwound the fabric covering his forearm, displaying the lion of the Guild in his lantern-light.
They both flinched, looking at each other. I gave Joseph a confused look, and he was similarly perplexed.
“I will send my son to request your audience,” the man said, and the boy looked at us once more before he took off running.
The man was a dark shadow in the lack of light now, moving towards us slowly. I had an uneasy feeling.
“Were you patrolling at this hour?” Joseph asked.
“No, hunting,” the man said.
“What game do you hunt at night?” Joseph said.
“Anything we can get,” his voice was straight, but grim.
He looked thin despite all his layers, his eyes sunken.
Joseph looked concerned, “How fares your people?”
“What do you call my people?” his eyes narrowed with a suspicion, awaiting the answer with a stiffness.
“The Forsaken,” Joseph did not hesitate, and the man seemed impressed, relaxing just a bit.
The torch again appeared around the mountain as the boy ran back to us. We stayed in silence till he got to his father, whispering something.
The man motioned for us to come, “Delilah says she’ll see you.”
We followed them without a word, the trail leading into a canyon and winding into the faults of the mountain. They jumped from an overhang onto solid stone, making it appear like the trail ended at the edge. Down below was a cave, the entrance slanted and hidden on the cliff.
The sight inside stuck me only as dreary at first, calm even, but as we moved on through the cave I realized how bleak the silence was. The fires that burned were made of tiny scraps of wood, the people were ghastly figures, thin and bony. The overhanging silence was bleak and oppressing, and everything was drab, no color, no metal, it was a place of dim and dirt.
Joseph’s eyes combed the place wildly, bewildered and distraught, “What has gone wrong here?” he whispered, “How did it become this way? They were a proud and powerful people.”
A small girl lunged out and clutched at Joseph’s arm, her frail fingers raking against the fabric, “Look, mama, a knight! A hero like the fairy tales to come and save us!” She cried, her voice a cracked whisper.
“Come back child!” A voice commanded somewhere in the tents, “There are no such heroes.”
Joseph reached out as she scrabbled away into the dark, his lips moving but no words coming out.
The man and his son paused and looked back at us. Joseph’s face took on a grim sort of determination as he followed them, his eyes dark under his brow.
We paused before a tent larger than the others, lit from within by some greater light than those outside. Our guide whispered something to a guard outside and he disappeared into the tent.
The man readjusted his bow as he passed Joseph, “Farewell, knight, may whatever business you have here bring good tidings. Because there seem to be none left.”
The boy nodded at me as they passed.
The guard re-exited the tent, “You may enter.”
Joseph stopped me as I moved forward, “Give me a chance to figure out what’s going on and explain who you are before she meets you.”
I nodded, looking around and feeling queasy. He entered the tent.
I could see movement behind me, people moving through the camp, slow and sickly. I realized how sheltered my life had been, a view from a polished curtain of ignorance. Never had I known suffering except for my own self-pity, and I now knew what a luxury that suffering had been.
I moved with a slow deliberation into the shadows and around the tent, hoping for a place to eavesdrop through the hide walls.
“What happened, you ask?” a female voice scoffed, “What happed? Varrick the mad king, and his vindictive greed, are what happed!"
I leaned closer.
“We refused to wage a war that was destroying everything and everyone poured into it, and his revenge to our desire for peace was to kill us. Not directly, of course, he wouldn’t waste resources on a trivial pestilence like us. The cities, especially Voltaren- our main crop and food source, have been forbidden to have any dealings with us. There is only so much we can take from our mountains, and it is not enough. On top of that, there are rewards given to people that take game from these lands. We have been left to starve. Forsaken is no longer just a name,” her voice bit quick and sharp.
A hand suddenly seized my forearm, the guard yanking me to the entrance and flinging me to the ground.
“Listening is a privilege earned by being part of the audience,” he spat, and whirled back out.
Joseph winced. Delilah sit turned away, a giant of a man seated beside her, his massive form silhouetted by lantern-light.
The woman turned, her eyes narrowed and unamused, but they shot open wide as I stood.
“ATLAS!” the giant guard jumped to his feet as she screeched, Joseph putting his hands out.
The guards opened the flaps of the tent as she stood, bristling, “How- Why is she- You dare bring her here!? Blood from the horrid castle!” The light flickered off her pupils as I got to my feet, hands out defensively.
She was a middle-aged woman, decorated with bones and teeth, clothed in animal hides and fabric that once colorful. But despite her adornment, her cheekbones stood out, her eyes were hollow, she was just as starved as her people.
I spoke before Joseph could, the weapons of the guards and the massive war-hammer of her personal sentry catching my eye, “Varrick is not my brother nor has he has never been. I am no more ‘blood of the castle’ than you are. I ran from the capitol and the war. We are both forsaken, Delilah.”
Her head roiled back in wild laughter, and when she snapped it back down her teeth gnashed in a snarl, “You think you have the right to say that?! Fool! When you watch mothers bury their children, sisters bury brothers, when death’s claws come for you and your surrender comes from helplessness, then you may call yourself that.”
She turned away from me, “Sit, Asa, she is no threat”, her guard sit and the flaps closed as she looked down with a bitter expression.
“Then do something! Fight until death comes instead of surrendering in acceptance! Move your people, reason with a farmer who is human enough to understand suffering, who values life over the royal command!” I argued.
She looked up at me with anger flaring, “They all value life, but it is only their own. You know nothing. No man fights the crown. No man gives his goods to anything but the war against the Terminus people. It does not matter where I move my tribe, either. Varrick will only tell the people there to let us die.” She slumped.
Joseph looked back and forth between us.
“You’re filled with false hope, Atlas, foolish ideas to better things that will never change,” her eyes were weary.
“Is there any way I could help?” Joseph interjected, “Is there any way we could help?”
Deliliah looked up slowly, “You could- no-” she sighed, bit her lip, “There was a group of men in Voltaren that wanted to send us supplies but they feared Maul and his bandits would attack them delivering them here. Usually soldiers travel to keep the bandits at bay, but it would be against the law to bring them to us, so they receive no assistance. My men are not fit to fight, but you could help them travel here, perhaps, if they are even still willing.”
“Maul?” Joseph asked, “I’ve heard that name before, but the man I’m thinking of is an army captain.”
“Oh, he was. Now he’s a deserter. Ran off and took every man that ever had a thought of rebellion along with him. He snatches up more of them at any chance he gets. It would be amusing to me, the way he infuriates the royal army, if we weren’t starving,” Delilah said.
“We could guard a group, right?” I looked at Joseph.
“I don’t believe I was speaking to you, Atlas,” she said, “You can leave us now, and don’t eavesdrop again. You are meant for marble towers, not the fields of war.”
I bristled, “Am I now?”
Joseph made a motion for me to stop.
“You know no more of the fields of war than I do! What have you done but cower in this cave and wait to die!?” I spat, fueled more on entitled anger than reason.
She stood so fast that her chair wobbled, “And do you think you could do any better!? You haven’t the slightest idea! Rebellion means death! There are no heroes in this land, only fools that die seeking justice! So shut up!”
“You’re wrong,” I said stubbornly, “Nothing changes because people like you live too scared to change it.”
“You think you’re brave, don’t you? You think you’re clever? You can’t fight just because you’ve got a sword and your hand and you’d do well to learn that. But very well, if you think you are a hero, I’ll let you test it. Prove your honor. Any with righteous intention can enter the temple under Voltaren and retrieve the Horn of Valor. Take in to the Eastern base of Phoenix Peak and summon something to aid you. Many men have died trying. Would you like to attempt to prove yourself? I’ve always been curious of the results of such a legend anyway,” she said flippantly.
“Not like I have anything better to be doing,” I reflected her tone.
She frowned, “We move down the mountain in two weeks. You will not be able to find us then, so do that and bring us rations by then.”
“Move your people sooner. I’ll do it in one week,” I was unflinching.
“Alright,” She moved forward and shook my hand in a death grip, “It’ll be a miracle if I see you by then. You almost impress me with your boldness, but I almost wish you fail to be taught a lesson about your foolishness.”
“Why? You eat if I succeed,” I said pointedly.
“Good thing I am used to starving,” she stood.
Joseph looked alarmed, getting up as she opened the flap and motioned for us to leave.  The giant man watched us wordlessly.
“We’ll tell your story,” she said “Whether you become that hero or our villain. Goodbye, false heir, I will be interested to see if our paths cross again.”
“Goodbye, forsaken queen, may your people be saved,” I exited the tent without another word, Joseph catching up to me outside.
“Atlas,” he huffed, “You and your mouth-”
The feeling similar to the remorse I got when I jumped out in front of Varrick was slowly returning.
I resolved past it, “I’ll prove I’m greater than my mistakes.”
“She’s sent you on a wild goose chase,” he grumbled, “She means to make you look like a crazy for chasing after fantasy.”
“I’ve done so my whole life, and I’m just starting to see proof of legends. I’ll put some faith in miracles,” I said.
He opened his mouth the reply, and paused, his face slacking in sickened shock. I followed his gaze to where a mother lay sobbing. The girl that grabbed his arm earlier, searching for a hero, was dead. 


 




Chapter 7- Fighting Agony for Absolution
A mixture of the unfamiliar bed and vivid nightmares had given me a pitiful night’s rest. Alexandra had made us a modest breakfast of cheese, bread and broth, and then we were off on the road to Voltaren.
Joseph had woken up silent and stirred, but he quickly morphed back into his lively self, leading the way down the mountain under the guidance of Alexandra’s hand-drawn map. The city was a distant thing, hopeful and disheartening, a goal in mind but never seeming to get any closer.
“You ate too much breakfast, Atlas,” Joseph said, dressed the same as yesterday, armor concealed, “You got to stop right before you’re full, so that you’re nourished but not lethargic. Put’s a good edge on you.”
“I think I’m just soft as well,” I grumbled, “Meant for marble towers.”
“Good walking will take that off of you as well,” He handed me the map, “Where do you suppose that statue is? It looks like it’s on the edge of town, and that may make it hard to be inconspicuous.”
“Maybe it’s in a building,” I suggested, “Although, it almost looks like it’s on the side of the mountain, considering it’s right where the town sits against the mountain’s feet.”
Farmers were remote moving figures on the fields around us, mules pulling plows slowly. We passed one cart and two travelers, the activity of people dull. A train exited the station on the edge of the city with a careening whistle, flying across the landscape trailed by churning smoke.
“Are we ever going to get the opportunity to ride the train?” I asked.
“Maybe. But it is costly. It’s meant for supplies more than for people, so the charge is high for passage.”
I frowned like a disappointed child.
I turned the map over, a grocery list inscribed in Alexandra’s neat writing on the back.
“Did you hear her talking about that ice-box in the kitchen that stays cold without having any ice in it?” I asked him.
“It was probably cursed by a witch,” Joseph said.
“She’s affectionately nicknamed the place ‘The Rook’ too.”
“Appropriate with the owl theme.”
“Also she thinks I’m the one with the ‘poisoned blood’ or whatever it was, because I used the statue alone yesterday” I shrugged as Joseph raised an eyebrow.
“Well it doesn’t seem to be of any disadvantage to you yet,” he gave a slight smile.
“Yeah, the one thing I can thank my birth parents for,” I grumbled.
We traveled in silence for a while, a chill breeze rushing over the hills.
“Do you think she’ll catch my pigeon?” I said.
“Considering she’s the one that let it go, yes. It’ll become a matter of personal principle for her, though I would’ve liked to watch her climb into the rafters,” he smirked.
I put the map in my pocket, placing it alongside my copy of the tapestry and my piece of Moontear.
An old man passed us on an equally aged horse, eyeing us with a suspicious eye as he passed. I tensed, despite Joseph having reassured me that Varrick’s ravens couldn’t have flown this far this fast.
“If Delilah recognized me who else could?” I asked.
“Delilah actually traveled to the castle once, she had to have seen you or your portrait hanging somewhere, or you. I’m sure most of the people here have not had such an experience,” Joseph assured.
He sighed, and looked at his hands, “Atlas, this is going to sound selfish, but I was afraid when we almost got caught in Trammelfell. If you were brought back to the castle, your punishment would be suffering through your old life- which I hope I’m doing the right thing in taking you away from- but the punishment for me and Alex would have surely been death.”
“I don’t see how that’s selfish if you feared for me and Alexandra too. You had fair intentions,” I said.
“Well, I feel like a manipulator of fate anyways, thinking I know what’s just,” he said solemnly.
“Obviously this is better than having to pick who gets executed,” I said.
He gave a dry smile, “I’m starting to think you were right when you said there is no escape from madness and war. I fear every path leads there.”
“You experiencing fear is new for me, Joseph.”
“I always have, I’m just good at hiding it,” he winked, “It keeps me alive. Fear for something you love is noble, fear for things you cannot change is needless worry, and fear of things you can change fringes upon cowardice.”
“What is my fear of what I’ve done and where I’ve came from?” I asked.
“Useless regret. Change the future with what you’ve learned; stop heeding your insecurities,” he suggested.
A woman with a limp passed us, breaking our conversation, her eyes lingering.
“Is there any acceptable way to cover my face? We’re going to need to eventually,” I said.
“I’ve been thinking about that. Wearing a helm would mark you out as a warrior, which is noticeable, but perhaps less than who you are when the ravens get here. The Terminus people wrap their faces traditionally, but seeing as though we’re at war . . . We could say you’re a leper and bandage you.”
“Perhaps” I said, “And what about you? They’ll be searching for you eventually too. You should consider shaving,” I smiled, knowing what a forbidden subject that was.
Joseph sputtered, “No! Never! A true man, and knight especially would never cleave away his mane!”
I laughed.
He rolled his eyes, “Did Alexandra ask you to say that?”
“No, but I bet she’d be proud.”
As we came closer to the city our conversations grew trivial and innocent as we grew constantly in hearing range of someone.
The attitude of the city once we entered the gates reminded me of that of the castle stables when I had visited. There was movement, people carrying on with their lives, but it was all done with mundane purpose.
“I feel like the real world is quite bleak. Such sorrow is so.  . . Depressing.” I said.
“Usually you have to search for it. I do not know why suffering is so prevalent in these times. I have been as sheltered as you as of lately” Joseph looked uneasy. 
The most obvious feature of the town was the lack of men. It was mostly women mulling about, and the men were either typically quite old or young boys. The more I searched the more I noticed the lack of teenagers too, as if I needed something else to set me apart from everyone else.
We entered the square, a spacious area surrounding a statue of a man with a ridiculous moustache slaying a wild boar. The shops and stalls bordered the area, but many were vacant, and only two carriages were unloading goods, hay and sugar.
Joseph and I stepped under the awning of an abandoned textile shop, the price of the business nailed to the door, the low price of a few thousand gold.
“Why is there such a lack of men?” I asked.
Joseph swallowed, “I have my suspicions but I can’t believe they’re true.”
“What?” I asked, “And the children too?”
“The children, I haven’t the slightest clue on them, there would be none with no men, but the men couldn’t have been gone long enough for the adolescents to be missing. The men, I think they were drafted.”
“All of them? That seems so . . . excessive,” my gaze slowly combed the area, as if some answer would present itself.
“I wouldn’t put it beyond the realm of possibility,” Joseph’s eyebrows were closely furled in concern.
A patrol of guards entered the square, a roaring wolf on their breastplates. The mood stiffened, the people dulling to almost silence. Joseph urged me on silently, and we started to move out of the square.
The guards approached the man and boy unloading sugar from their cart. The boy turned as they started to address the man, a dirty cloth tied across his eyes.
The old man walked with a limp and an arched back, and it didn’t seem possible that his frail arms were capable of lifting the bags of sugar, but he did.
“Have you paid the tax on these goods?” the lead guard questioned.
“Of course”, the old man nodded quickly, his hands shaking.
“Then you wouldn’t mind displaying documentation of doing so?” the guard crossed his arms.
The man shuffled through the cart for a while, the boy standing dumbly, and the man finally giving up looking, “It seems I accidently left them at the farm, I’m very disorganized. You men wouldn’t mind if I just brought them by you tomorrow, right?” His sweat betrayed his smile.
The lead guard made a motion and the others began to take the sugar from the cart. The old man wailed, the boy groping towards him confusedly as he did so, “You took my sons and their wives for your war and their children for your factories, and now you would take my way of life so that I will die too! My wife and I are old, we are weak, and with what we have we can barely feed ourselves and my grandson with what we have! Please, I beg you!” He turned into a blubbering mess, falling to his knees.
Joseph crossed the space between us and them so fast I had to jog to keep up. He unwound the cloth covering his bracers as he did so, flashing the lion of the Guild before the guards. They all snapped to attention.
“Return his goods at once,” Joseph commanded.
“Sir,” the lead guard bowed, “The law dictates that we have to have proof-”
“Then take my word, I met this man just yesterday and he displayed proper documentation. So be on your way.”
The lead guard saluted with a nod, his group returning the sugar to the cart with haste. They all saluted and walked away, starting to approach the woman selling hay. They turned back and caught Joseph’s glare, thought better of it and exited the square.
Joseph tied the cloth back over his bracers, concealing the glare of the golden lion.
People pretended to stop watching us, failing to be inconspicuous as they returned back to whatever they were doing. The boy turned his head towards us as the old man drew close to Joseph. 
“Thank you, thank you,” his voice drew to barely above a whisper, “Are you he who would kill a knight of the Guild for that armor? I’ve heard rumors of rebellion, but didn’t think any so bold.”
I shuddered, he was suggesting something as blasphemous as the murder of a Guild knight?
“Why do you think that?” Joseph said, flinching back.
The man took a few nervous glances around, “A knight would never lie, they adhere to the code like the Bible, and sin at every loophole they can. The law of man must be broken to take care of people like that. Some must dirty their hands so the innocent can live in peace, we do not speak of them, we only live in silent, eternal gratitude.”
The blind boy and Joseph had similar sickened expressions as the man paused, his eyes darting amongst the people in the square.
“Are you the man brave enough to destroy a knight?” the old man’s voice rasped.
Joseph’s eyes flickered as if he was in pain, “Yes, you could say I did.”
The man’s eyes widened for a moment, he nodded quickly, and urged the boy and horse along as he hobbled away.
I looked at Joseph, his eyes lost.
“Joseph. . .” I said quietly.
“Yes, Atlas.”
“Why would you tell him that? What if he tells the guards?” I said quietly.
“He despises them too much to aide them. He respects me now enough not to tell,” he said.
“But,” I moved to catch up with him as he started across the square again, “But, he was right, Guild knights don’t lie. So why would you-”
“Sometimes it does less harm than the truth. The price for peace,” he cut me off quickly.
I looked down, feeling uneasy.
“What has Varrick done?” He whispered, “Enough to turn the people against the knights.”
“What did that man mean earlier when he said ‘children for the factories’?” I said, thinking back.
“Lafayette’s factories.”
“Child labor?”
“Yes” he whispered with revulsion.
I started to say something else when he turned towards the mountain, “Let’s find the statue so we have a way back to Alex.”
We walked under the guidance of the map, the population growing less dense the further away from the square we moved; the quality of buildings slowly degraded. Joseph kept me close as we passed paranoid beggars, and then houses that looked almost completely dilapidated, but movement could occasionally be seen flitting behind the window. It was a depressingly eerie sort of place.
“How much of the town do you think has electricity?” I asked.
“I thought the streetlamps around the square were electric but I’m not sure. Icarus Industries produces many modern marvels, but that doesn’t mean Lafayette is willing to share.”
“Lafayette,” I said slowly, thinking of children covered in soot in a dark factory, “I’ve only met him a few times and I didn’t care for him. Even more so now. He’s flamboyant from a distance- awkward up close.”
Joseph frowned, “I’ve never cared for him.”
We paused at the base of the mountain, nothing but solid stone overrun by ivy before us.
“So I suppose the only way is up?” Joseph shSerifded his face against the sun as he looked up.
“I guess,” I said, looking around at the mountain and the ground. A pattern of cobblestone caught my eye, rocks lined almost as if a road ran into the cliff-face.
I walked forward, brushing aside the ivy to reveal a door in the stone, an etched sign beside it scratched away to illegibility.
I grinned as Joseph raised an eyebrow.
“Odd place,” he said.
“Not surprising, though,” I said.
I opened the door, peering into the darkness beyond, a long hallway leading to a large lit room.
Joseph eyed the door as he passed the threshold, “It opened quietly, which means someone’s been keeping up with it.”
“Well, let’s hope they’re friendly.”
“I’ve found in my experience that that’s usually the minority of people, especially when you need something,” he scowled.
He led the way into a hallway outlined with pieces of rubble, both of us shuffling our feet across the ground as we went to avoid hitting our feet. I pointed as we approached the room, the statue of the owl was in the center, lit in its still battle with a serpent like the last.
Light from a glass dome above lit the room, part of the thing shattered, allowing vines and branches to encroach upon the large amphitheater below. All around us the walls were rimmed with shelves and piles of books and several other halls, and round geometrical patterns circled the statue, the grooves full of running water.
A racketing sound bounced about the area as a group of dogs came caterwauling in from one of the side halls barking, Joseph drawing his sword instinctively with the clamor. Led by a small fox -dog, the pack of canines circled the statue, their yaps bouncing across the walls.
Perplexed, Joseph relaxed as a woman came running out around the archway after them, the vibrant colors of her odd jewelry and vivid dress catching the light as she flew into the room.
“Where’d it go!? How’d you lose it!?” she shouted, seemingly at the dogs.
They stopped barking, all looking at each other until the fox-dog stepped forward and barked at her. She opened her mouth as several dogs turned to us, and she looked up, raising an eyebrow.
“Who are you?” Her eyes fell on Joseph’s sword and he sheathed it, “Was it you?”
The fox-dog yipped.
“No?  Then who are they?” She asked the dog.
“What? Wait- was what us? Who are you?” Joseph gave a confused look as he questioned.
The dogs congregated around her, her eyes narrowing at the shine of his visible armor and weapons as he stepped forward.
“I am Neve. More importantly, who are you, and what business have here?” the woman said.
“I am Joseph, of Forscythe.”
“And her?” Neve asked.
“I ask you to judge me without knowing my name,” I said.
“You could have just made something up,” Joseph grumbled.
“On the run, huh? Who do you affiliate with, warrior?” Neve asked.
“None anymore, I fear the motives of all,” Joseph said.
“Even the Guild?” I whispered, but Neve began speaking again.
“Again, I must ask, if you are from Forscythe, then what brings you here? I have been terrorized by knights and guards before. They take what they can and have swept the legend of the Library of Souls under the carpets of industrial agony,” Neve crossed her arms.
“The Library of Souls!?” I looked around in wonder, “This is the- Untold knowledge of myths, arcane spell books, chronicles of forgotten heroes, this place of itself is something of legend!”
“A dying legend” She said bitterly, “Once the druids stopped coming everything, and the library especially started to degrade.”
“The druids?” I asked, “The forest people of unimaginable beauty that live past the mountains? Suppose it would make sense that would be the visitors of such a library.”
“Anything of myth is dying, especially the knowledge of such,” she looked up to where the vines crept through the glass dome.
“Though knowledge and legend start to fade, it will not die. They are worth more than gold as the faith we put in wealth is something that will fade, and yet lore carries on. Mortal heroes fade away because they are history and not legend,” I said.
Neve quirked an eyebrow with a slight smirk, Joseph looking at both of us and speaking again, “We were sent by Delilah of the Forsaken. Since this is a place of knowledge, have you any of what lies beneath the city?”
“Yes, I do, actually. You’re seeking the Horn? Come with me,” she motioned for us to follow and turned.
Joseph and I crossed the room as she exited the archway from which she had entered, my eyes trailing on the statue as we passed it. I wondered how she would react to us using it.
The dogs gathered around us with an eagerness to be petted as we neared the hallway. The one nearest to me whirled and barked. I followed its gaze behind me, the hound frozen.
The Journeyer stood beside the statue, still as the stone except for its gently rippling black cloak. The dogs went wild, flooding out around me, swarming after the Journeyer as it fled faster than any creature or machine I had ever seen.
Neve and Joseph whirled around in time to maybe see its cloak whisk into the other hall, the dogs far behind but not relenting in their pursuit.
The fox-dog turned around and barked repetitively at Neve.
“I know! I saw it a second ago too!” she said.
Joseph couldn’t stand it anymore, “Are you talking to the dogs!?”
“It would be very one-sided otherwise,” She said simply.
“I’m glad that someone else saw it,” I said.
“Saw what!?” Joseph screamed.
“A Journeyer,” Neve crossed her arms as the dogs all started barking at each other.
“The Journeyer,” I said.
“Wonderful,” Joseph groaned.
“So it’s yours? You brought it here?” Neve blew a long feather charm out of her face as she turned to me.
“I don’t think it’s ‘mine’ per se,” I said.
“Interesting,” she mused.
A dog ran out behind her, and after a moment of listening her eyes widened, “What do you mean it stole books!?”
She took off running after the dog, and we followed her, almost losing her in the maze of rooms and hallways, but the fox-dog came and led us to her.
She was in a round room similar to the first, but the dome above here was intact. She stood over a shelf with her hands wound in her dark hair, her dogs following her gaze. She pulled a thin board off the end covered in shelf numbers and book names, setting it on the ground next to the dogs.
“Tell me what’s missing,” She commanded.
A canvas scroll hit the ground by my feet, unraveling as it bounced to a stop.
I stepped back, eyes widening. It was an incomplete portrait of I and the royal family, all of us younger but blatantly recognizable. Joseph stiffened when he turned.
“Atlas,” a man’s voice said somewhere in the darkness above.


 




Chapter 8- Chased by the Shadows of Our Past
Neve turned slowly towards us, “You’re Atlas? As in Princess Atlas?”
“Far, far from home you are,” the voice said. I could distinguish a man lounged out on the top of the shelf far above.
“Come down, Serif, you’re going to kill yourself trying to be dramatic.”
He slid down the vine at the end of the shelf, almost landing on his feet. His hands fluttered over his form as he dusted himself off, strutting over to us. His dark hair was unruly, his eyes perceptive but wild.
I started to pick up the portrait but it was whisked away, Serif holding it up grudgingly as if it were a piece of garbage.
“Remember me?” he questioned, addressing me, “I painted this. Couldn’t even get your whole family together- except you and Varrick, I did you two together, he followed you around like a puppy-  So I painted you all separate and fused it together.”
He flung it backwards through the room, its colors flashing like a banner. A dog got it and took off through one of the hallways with the canvas wadded up in its mouth.
“The relations of the rich disgust me! No love, only necessity!”
Neve sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose, “But really, Atlas, what are you doing in Voltaren?”
“The kingdom is falling isn’t it!? That’s why you’re here! Varrick is dead and Lafayette is controlling us all!” Serif looked about as if awaiting soldiers to come rushing from the shadows.
“Calm down,” Neve said.
Joseph shot me a look.
“Varrick is a good person. Something is wrong. Anarchy is inspiring to us. He would have never let it get this way, he has been corrupted,” Serif hissed.
“That I can at least agree with,” Joseph said.
“If you would stop being mad for a few moments, Serif, I would like to hear her answer,” Neve said.
Serif started, “They called me mad in Forscythe too, banished me! The ignorant cannot stand wisdom because it challenges their comfort. They use their stupidity as an excuse for unjustified actions!”
“They banished you because you killed a man,” Neve said.
“They couldn’t prove it” he said.
“Stop talking and let Atlas speak!” Neve threw her hands in his direction.
“The corruption finally got to me, scared me. I could not be part of it, so I fled, but it seems all I have done is run headlong into the painful truth,” I said.
“Clever one, speaking riddles, I like.” Serif sit down on the floor with the dogs, rubbing his chin.
“Not that we can do a great deal, but we’re trying to help a little at a time. The Forsaken are in dire conditions, and they are our current priority,” Joseph said.
“On the run, fighting the law, dealing justice, I can respect that. So you here to find their sacred flute or whatever?” Serif pet the fox-dog as it walked over to him.
“Horn of Valor,” I offered.
“Whatever,” Serif said.
“At least it exists.” I looked at Joseph with a smile.
“Yeah, but people have died going after that thing,” Serif said.
“So we’ve been told,” Joseph replied.
A dog came in barking from where we’d entered.
“Of course you can’t find it,” Neve said.
It barked.
“No, I’m not sure anyone could catch it, I’m not mad at you,” She said.
“Catch what?” Serif asked, scratching a drawing into the ground.
Joseph opened his mouth, not seeing Neve motioning for him not to, “The Journeyer.”
“THE WHAT?!” Serif jumped to his feet, sending the dog scattering away.
“Oh no,” Neve started.
“The end approaches! The end! A Journeyer means the Order of Ouroboros lives!” Serif raved.
“Wait!” I stopped him, “What is that?”
Joseph leaned forward, his interest similarly peaked.
“Those bathed in sin from the Garden of Eden, dragons trapped to the original forbidden fruit tree and their champions, swayed by endless gifts from sin. And the only ones that can kill them are the Journeyers- and they’re dead! We’re doomed! Doomed!”
“Wait, dragons and their champions?” I asked for clarification.
Serif looked out from a dark brow, “The dragons are those turned by the original serpent, they have champions, people they’ve lured in to murder others for dark magic and whatever the champion is granted for their deeds the dragon master receives as well, flight for example.”
“Don’t all dragons fly?” I asked.
“No,” Serif said as if it were common knowledge.
“But,” Neve began, “Part of the druids that came here told that a group of people killed the snake, were cursed to be dragons as a result, and were bound to the tree- sacrificing their freedom to rid the world of the serpent. The Journeyers manipulated people into being dragon slayers for the glory of it, murdering the beasts that were once people just because of how they looked.”
“Great, now we have more stories to confuse us about what’s going on,” Joseph grumbled.
“Wait,” I fished the paper out of my pocket that I’d copied the tapestry on, “Can either of you read this?”
Neve watched as Serif snatched it from my hand.
He cocked his head and squinted, “Yes, I probably can. I’ll need translation books and such though.” He strode away, murmuring as he rubbed his chin.
“Oh, I suppose we’re a little off-task, follow me,” Neve motioned for us, serval dogs gathering around her as she began to walk away.
“Don’t die or I’ll be translating this for nothing!” Serif shouted as we exited the room.
She again led us through the maze of the library, through rooms of countless volumes of books of every shape and size, some displayed on pedestals, some locked and chained, others crammed on shelves high as the castle towers.
“Alex would love this,” Joseph smiled as we walked.
“She would,” I agreed.
“Who is that, your wife?” Neve asked.
Joseph coughed, “No- No! That’s her maid.”
“Oh, alright,” Neve shrugged.
We reached a huge locked door, Neve drawing a keyring out of the folds of her dress and unlocking the door for us. She lit a lantern beyond the door, leading us down several flights of stairs. The air drew cool in front of a set of black doors, the ground finally leveling off.
The dogs laid low to the ground, ears back and movements timid.
“This is it,” Neve said.
“The Horn of Valor is through there?” Joseph asked, “I didn’t know the entrance was in the library.”
“Yeah, it’s this huge underground tower. I’ve only ever looked in there. The dogs say stay out of the light, no matter what.”
Joseph shot me a glance.
“Don’t look at her like that. I know it’s weird to take the advice of a dog for great warriors like you, but, trust me, you need to listen to them on stuff like this,” Neve crossed her arms stubbornly.
Joseph raised an eyebrow and she rolled her eyes in response, “Good luck. Don’t die.” The whirling colors of her dress disappeared up the stairs, plunging us into darkness.
Joseph opened his lantern enough to where we could see each other.
“Stay here,” He commanded, starting towards the door.
“Seriously?” I raised an eyebrow high, “This is my quest. Delilah sent me to do this, and I did not run away from sheltered monotony to be treated like a fragile doll.”
“This was never meant to be an adventure, a trial, a dangerous situation. I was only trying to get you to safety.” His eyebrows furled together as he turned away.
“The more you try to harbor me from danger, the more helpless I become,” I protested.
“You can’t gain any experience if you rush foolishly into danger and die trying.”
I frowned, reaching for the door, “Let me go, Joseph.”
“I know nothing about what we are going into.”
“Such is life.”
He groaned, rubbing the bridge of his nose, “Fine, I’ll let you go. But you will stay behind me. And at any sign of serious threat we turn back.”
I wanted to argue, but supposed I should drop it at the permission of being allowed to go.
“Do not tread the line between bravery and stupidity. Valor comes with grief,” his face was somber as he turned the knob and shut the lantern, once again surrounding us in darkness.
The opened door revealed a distant light teasing the limits of my vision. Joseph stepped forward, as did I, not closing the door in the oppressing silence. We crept down a short hallway to a sloping balcony that wound all the way down the underground tower- just like Neve described.
I peered down, flying lanterns of every shape and size bobbed and weaved through the space below us, some lethargic, and others zipping through the air like insects, casting eerie circles of multicolored lights over different parts of the space.
“Fascinating things. What are they clustered around at the bottom?” I asked, Joseph’s hand on my shoulder as I leaned towards the edge.
“I’m going to guess the horn wouldn’t be at the top”, he said.
“Great, and we’re supposed to stay out of the light.”
“Goals are always hardest at the end.” He took a thoughtful look at the bottom of the tower and turned around, “Stay close to the wall, unless you fancy every bone broken.”
“I don’t really fancy that,” I followed him to the edge of the space, back into darkness, hand on the cold stone of the wall for guidance.
Joseph’s footsteps stopped as we both froze, an ill sort of feel creeping into my bones as a lantern glided past us smoothly, the light never reaching us in the shadow of a pillar.  
“I’m not really sure why I’m so scared of a bloody light.” Joseph whispered.
“Well it is a floating light, but you felt that too?” I winced at how loud my voice was, despite it being barely a breath of a whisper.
“Well, I thought it was just my paranoia but now I’m wondering. I don’t like this place,” Joseph said, voice equally startling.  
After a moment of silence we continued, feeling doors and bars on the walls, hiding from each lantern that passed. The light revealed all sorts of weapons, chests, and shelves full of other oddities we had to step around as we continued.
“That’s an ancient Guild sword.” Joseph watched the light pass over a shield and a giant rectangular sword laying against the wall, the pommel a golden roaring lion.
I heard him pick it up as we passed.
“This is probably cursed,” he murmured to the sound of him buckling the sheath around his torso.
“Cursed swords are quite the status symbol,” I affirmed.
He scoffed, “Most of this is priceless. Why is it down here and why has no one taken it?”
“Don’t think about such things,” I shivered watching the eerie lights twirl, “Plead ignorance because they’re better left unanswered.”
We quieted as a lantern passed, a large round thing that bobbed oddly.
“Philosophies like that are why people end up with cursed swords,” he replied.
We’d reached the bottom before we knew it, stepping partway off the stairs to watch the wild concentration of lanterns brighten the round space. Their light was selective, leaving sharp black spaces untouched by illumination, but the ground seemed empty except for the intricately carved floor whirling around a pedestal holding a gold wrapped ivory horn.
“The lights leave a path for a second. Just let me run up and get it-”I was cut off as his iron grip suddenly seized my arm.
I followed his gaze to a corpse. A man dressed in oriental armor that had been cleanly torn through, body dried and eyes hollow, mouth in an eternal silent scream. A round lantern hovered above him, tendrils of light being drawn from his body.  The green light flared and shook, a faint wailing moan emitting from behind the ribbed paper.
Joseph’s grip grew almost painful, “We need to leave.”
A lantern suddenly shot over us, pausing with us in its light. And it screamed.
All the floating lanterns began to scream, a hundred peoples’ wails splitting across what was once humble silence. I ran out of Joseph’s grip, across the floor, and yanked the horn off the pillar, covering my ears as I turned to run back to him but he was already to me.
Something moved across the room and we froze, watching the long limbed shadow spike across the wall like a cat. Joseph opened his lantern as it lunged, not able to be heard among the demonic chorus around us.
He dropped the lantern and it went out as the creature hit him, claws screeching across his breastplate and drawing a line of blood on his arm as it sliced through his cloak. But there was no way it crossed the space, the shadow on the wall corresponded with no form.
I stepped back, thinking quickly, “It’s invisible-I think!” I yelled, drawing out Alexandra’s pistol, watching the shadow on the wall and aiming the shot.
Joseph pulled his hand from his arm, his blood slick and dark on his hand, “Shoot it!” He screamed over the other wails.
I pulled the trigger, hammer dropping and hesitating, I continuing to move with the thing’s stalking form. The bullet cracked through the screams, hitting nothing on the floor and ricocheting with splintering marble, but the shadow on the wall twisted, flinched as if it was grazed.
The shadow, it had hit the shadow. It ran at me, and I jumped back into the darkness, resisting the urge to close my eyes. Nothing hit me. The shadow stalked in the lights around me.
“It’s not invisible!” I looked at Joseph, who was running at me, “Get out of the light! It’s a shadow! It can only attack your shadow!”
“It’s what!? Make up your mind, Atlas!” He fell back out of the light and I moved towards him, the screams clawing at my ears, chilling my bones. I tripped, the gun falling out of my hands as I fell forward, my pocket with the Moontear falling open, and the stone clattering to the ground. I tried to scramble out of the light, but the shadow beast raced across the room.
The second it got into my light it wailed, an unearthly cry, writhing back. Joseph lunged forward, watching his silhouette draw the broadsword and slash at the creature. It trailed out a line of blood, the thing crashing away with an eerie wail. The lanterns hushed to moans.
Joseph tied some fabric around his arm, breathing heavily. His eyes wavered on his sword, the blade stained with black sludge.
“Good- good thinking,” I said, shaking.
His eyes darted around the lights, “Let’s get out of this awful place.”
I handed him the horn, grabbed the Moontear and searched blindly around the floor for the pistol. He watched a light pass over his lantern and retrieved it.
“Do you still have that horn?” He called.
“Yes.” I tied my belt around it.
“Good, so help me it better be worth it-”
A low whining wail, a death’s cry cut out somewhere in the darkness, the lanterns responding similarly. Though quieter than the screams, it was much more chilling, the sound of suffering, of pain.
“Leave the pistol! We need to get out before that thing decides it’s not dead!” Joseph commanded.
I was already to him and headed for the stairs as he motioned in that direction. We fled away from the agonized moans, all our stealth lost as we traded it for haste, not even slowing down till we breathlessly reached the door. Joseph slammed it shut and we stood still and breathless in the welcoming silence. 


 




Chapter 9- Only to be Deceived Into Unpredicted Misfortune
“You should ask Serif about it”, Neve gently turned Joseph’s arm in her hands, the blood that pooled at his wounds progressively getting darker.
She turned to lead us on, the sea of dogs swirling around her, “As uncomfortably close as your encounter was with that thing you really have to tell me more about it. I’d like to chronicle some information about it- I bet such material is not easy to come by.”
She took us again through the maze of circular rooms and hallways, frequently talking to or answering a dog, most with a scroll or book in their mouth. We entered a room overladen with artifacts of every shape and size. Shelves overflowing with records, files sit amongst giant chess pieces, and skeletons and skins of every odd beast and bird were stacked and strewed around weapons. Serif’s head popped out from behind what was apparently a desk, unrecognizable because it was surrounded and overburdened with papers.
He slowly pulled a thick pair of glasses down his nose, regarding us with an air of almost skepticism. He flung the glasses off and stood dramatically, flaring out a paper in front of him.
After squinting for a moment he shuffled around till he found the glasses, again placing them on his nose, “Congratulations, you’re not dead and I see you’ve managed to get the trumpet of victory or whatever it is. I have graciously translated your document for you, we can arrange payment later. It’s some sort of stupid hackneyed prophecy that could have multiple meanings.” He placed a finger at the top of the paper as he began to read, “A hero, warrior, something about a legacy, blah, blah, will come with a warrior of . . . nightmares I think- it says terrors of the night but that doesn’t flow smoothly- I mean, none of it would if you translated it exactly- anyway, a warrior of nightmares and shadows to face-”
My heart skipped a beat, and with a hushed tone I spoke, "Warrior of shadows and nightmares to fight the oncoming storm of darkness. Only will they succeed when-”
“If you knew why’d you have me translate it!?” He flung his papers into the air, each piece raining down and hanging on some random object.
“How did you know it?” Joseph asked, looking at me with brow furled.
“A dream”, I whispered, “I had a dream and an angel told me that.”
“What’s the rest?” Neve asked.
I started to speak at the same time Serif did.
“She can tell you!” he waved his hands dismissively, “I can see when I’m not needed.”
Neve rolled her eyes and made a motion for me to continue.
“Only will they succeed when they are free, when they gain their wings and fly, but in the end, their fate is to sacrifice and die.”
Serif nodded.
“You heard that in a dream?” Joseph asked.
“Yes”, I whispered.
“That’s fascinating”, Neve said.
Joseph started to ask something else but Serif scuttled over, turning Joseph’s arm around with a morbid fascination, “What happened to you?” 
“I was cut by the claws of the monster that was a shadow under this library”, Joseph raised an eyebrow at Serif’s boldness.
“Oh you’re going to die.” Serif said flippantly, dropping his arm.
“What!?” I said
“Not funny”, Neve crossed her arms.
“I wasn’t trying to be,” Serif turned back to look over his shoulder.
“What do you mean he’s going to die!?” I screeched.
“Cease to be alive,” Serif said.
Joseph looked at his arm with an abhorred expressed, then his brow furled in anger “So how do I avoid ‘ceasing to be alive’?”
“I don’t know. I read something about how to cure that poison once. It was cheesy but I can’t remember what it was” Serif shrugged.
“Serif!” Neve yelled.
“Don’t get mad at me, it’s not my fault.”
I gritted my teeth, “It would have been nice if you mentioned that there was a shadow monster that had deadly claws.”
“I had no idea that was what was down there. All I knew is that people have died trying, I’ve lead a bunch to the door and they don’t come back. I warned you about that.”
Joseph looked at me uneasily.
“You are not allowed to die, Joseph, I won’t have it and neither will Alexandra,” I said stubbornly.
“Death is not exactly something I want to experience, Atlas”, He turned to Serif, “So is there a cure? What can I do?”
“I just said I read about it once but don’t remember,” Serif shrugged.
Neve turned to the small fox-dog, “Tell everyone to go find everything they can on shadow beasts and the poisoning of such.”
Serif stroked his chin, “I think they’re called Panstalkers . . .”
“Ok, Panstalkers as well,” the dog halted as Neve addressed it again, made sure that was the last thing she wanted, and then took off.
“Joseph, we couldn’t survive on our own. . .” I said quietly.
“Atlas, just calm down, I-” His eyelids fluttered once before rolling back into his head, and I reached out helplessly as his weight came crashing down with a clash of his armor.

The next three days were probably some of the worst in my life.
The black in Joseph’s viens krept across his whole arm and chest, a dark web of death. I gave up looking at it’s progress after it reached over his biceps, letting Alexandra check the progress of the poisoning. I could only expect what would happen when it reached his heart.
All the same, I don’t know wether it was harder on me or Alexandra. I went and got her from the Rook and  she went from a distraught mess to a grim fisage, watching Jospeph sputter in and out of consiousness, succeding less and less each time to force him to eat or drink.
On top of that, the doctor of Voltaren was more harm than good, he could barely see and had little to no knowladge of medicine, his main suggestions blood-letting and leech therapy. Alexandra caught him once trying it without our consent and had stayed on guard ever since. Not that I think he would dare cross her after that encounter. The nurses tried to be helpful, but proved to be equally ignorant in the art of healing.
The cane farmer and his boy showed up at some point, offering some food and a couple coins. His friends soon came after, kind stragers so far from home. Or the place that had once held that name.
Neve had just come, covered in serveral shawls and bent over to make it look like she was much more elderly than reality. With her watching Joseph I basically dragged Alexandra out of the ramshakle clinic for air under the guise of needing to go fetch water.
We walked in awkward silence to the well, neither one of us brave enough to start a conversation. She watched the darkness down the well as her hands absentmindedly pulled the rope, eyes grey behind her smudged specticles. Never had I seen her glasses dirty.
I turned slowly and gazed down the street, the town silent under an ovdercast sky, the smell of cold rain on the wind.
“A messenger at the inn this morining said that Varrick’s troops are marching on the capitol of the Terminus empire. Who knows how old that information is? He could have already conquered it by now.” I attempted to break the silence, glancing at her to see her slowly pulling the bucket off the hook.
“Did they say anything about you?” She was gazing at her blurry reflection in the water.
“No.”
“I suppose news does travel slow.”
There was a pause with her eyes never moving, blinking slowly.
“Do you think Donovan is ok?” I asked.
She shrugged.
“I guess we’ll have to have our wedding somewhere else besides the castle chapel now” I attempted at some humor.
Her lip twitched slightly, “Maybe you could ask Varrick nicely to let you borrow it for a day.”
Another pause.
“I wonder where he is,” I mused quietly, refering to Donovan, not Varrick.
Thunder rumbled distantly.
“Wherever he is he has to be better off than us,” She put the bucket on her hip and began to shuffle back towards the clinic.
Again I beared the awkwardness as we trudged back to the clinic in silence.
“Alexandra,” I grabbed for her arm, seeing Neve standing at the door to the office as we approached.
Having been looking at the ground, she looked up what I was pointing at.
Neve was stiff, eyes wide, “Thank goodness you’re here, he’s hysterical! I didn’t want to leave , you told me not to-”
Alexandra dropped the bucket, water splattering all over the cobblestones and her dress as she ran up to the door, Neve barely avoiding her as she tore into the clinic. I tried to keep up as she flew through the main lobby, down the hall, shoving the doctor aside as she stormed into the room.
Jospeh’s breathing was ragged, his eyes wideand face slick with sweat as his shaky hands unstrapped his bracers.
“Stop it! What are you doing!? Relax!” Alexandra pinned his wrists at his side.
His eyes flicked to her, and though he strained, the warrior could not even lift the maid’s hands.
“A- A man like me- d- dies with no marks- of the Guild. Take- my f-father’s armor off me. Let-me- die-die- an honest m-man” He sputtered.
“Stop it,” Alexandra’s voice was as firm, but her eyes began to water.
“Sh-shave my beard- and bury-me, bury me in an unmarked gr-grave.”
“What is he talking about? What does he mean?” I looked at Alexandra, hovering in the door, Neve peering down the hallway with a look of fear and worry.
“He’s being ridiculous,” Her head snapped to me and then back, “calm down Joseph.”
His head lolled sideways on the pillow to stare at me with his bloodshot eyes, “What- what do I mean she- as-asks.”
“Joseph,” Alexandra gripped his wrists tighter, “Stop, I’ll tell her later. It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t need to-”
He suddenly tore his hand free from her grip, a sudden burst of stength, and as she stumbled back he jerked his tunic down to reveal his chest, black viens cracked around the girstly brand of a rooster over his heart. I gasped, stepping back.
“You’re- You’re, branded!?” I stood in shock, Alexandra pulling his shirt back over his chest, “Why!?”
“No.” Alexandra said quietly, turning her head away from me.
“The- Guild-c-can only guard no-nobility. They t-told me to leave- you. When I ref-refused they told me that to-to break the code made-made me a traitor. I did the right- thing and it shamed th-them. It was this- or-death.”
“It’s  . . . my fault.” I backed up, “You’re branded lower than the filthiest men of Viafinis and it’s my fault.” I contiuned to step back.
“Atlas, stop”, Alexandra began to frantically shake her head.
“How far I’ve fallen from grace. How many I’ve taken with me. Look at the misfortune I bring.”
“Both of you quit being so dramatic!” Alexandra’s eyes dashed between us, tears starting to fall.
“That’s not- it’s not fair!” I screeched, much like a child, and feeling as helpless as one too.
Joseph started to say something, but his words were lost in a fit of hacking. His eyes fluttered closed, head falling back.
Alexandra panicked, her breath hitching, her hand immediately jerking to his pulse. She let out a quick shutter of sigh as she watched the hairs of his beard rise and fall with his breath. She stepped back, rolling her shoulders, regaining her composure as if she were still a maid of the castle, quelling panic in the name of professionalism.
She turned my direction with her eyes closed, opened them to my devestation, choked on a sob, let out a muffled wail and colapsed on the floor. I started to step towards her, putting out my hand. Numbly my eyes glanced at Joseph’s limp bracer, the image of the roaring lion marred by that of a rooster burned into flesh.
A maid that should’ve been in a castle and a man that should still be a knight. All my fault.
And I turned and ran. I ran past Neve’s fearful confusion, I ran out of the ramshakle clinic, and out and down the road as if I could leave my troubles somewhere beind me.


 




Chapter 10- Disregarded by What is Deserved
 Joseph was branded.
I walked through the maze of streets, legs moving on their own sluggish accord. I was lost but I didn’t care, I only wish my mind could be that way as well.
I sit down on a bench underneath a withering apple tree, the gnarled thing dropping fruit to rot on the street below.
Branding was serious, it had been done for centuries, originally done to low slaves by plantation owners. To do it to a Guild Knight was despicable, awful, a theft of not only status but human rights. It was a curse. It marked a person an enemy of the populous, any who displayed the symbol had no right to property, marriage, and especially offspring. If these rules were broken, the individual would lose a body part, starting with the tongue.
The thought of that being inflicted on Joseph was sickening, but being branded was supposed to be rare and reserved for the traitorous and deranged, carried out by the Guild. Varrick was fonder of simple execution or imprisonment.
So had the King known about Joseph? Surely not, or he wouldn’t have let him stay in the castle. But the Guild answered to Varrick, he had to have known.
“You, young lady!” A group of three guards approached down the street, the lead raising his hand.
I considered fleeing, but it would confirm me as being guilty of something, so I just stood and faced them.
They drew near, the lead speaking, “Where is the knight that was with you?”
“He is ill,” I said quietly, feeling similarly sick as I uttered the words.
The two moved to the sides of me. I suddenly recognized them from the square on the first day, a nervous feeling creeping over me.
A grin slipped over the lips of the lead guard, “How . . . unfortunate. Especially since it leaves you so . . . alone.” 
I took a glance at the two to my sides, “Why don’t you leave me alone,” I growled.
They laughed.
“The Guild keeps careful watch over me.” I warned.
“I checked with the latest records. All the Guild is currently with the King, none are traveling, especially to here. Such a pretty girl to be caught up in whatever scheme you’re in,” The leader’s smile only grew smugger.
The leader grabbed my wrist as I turned to flee, and with my free hand I drew free one of the short swords on my back, swinging it in a wide arch to my side, the blade skittering across the guard’s breastplate.
I stabbed forward at the leader, the man shocked, but still dodging to the side, not relinquishing his hold on my wrist. I slashed the blade across his forearm, the steel catching in the leather that covered it but still drawing blood. The guard to the side grabbed my arm and twisted it, the sword falling free from my hand. A hand smacked across the side of my head, the sharp pain making my vision blur.
I stumbled, the leader grabbing my throat. His surprised snarl fell slack as a blade lurched through his throat. I jumped free from his dead grip as a warhammer smashed into the head of the guard to my right. Another step back let me see an arrow finish the last before he could cry out.
I immediately dropped to the ground and retrieved my sword, keeping it level but relaxed as I eyed my saviors.
Guards?
They eyed each other, faces shadowed under silver helms, “That her?” one asked.
“I think.” Came a reply.
I began to step away, “Who are you?”
What group was the real guards? My attackers or these people? Neither?
I flinched as the archer smoothly slipped from a roof beside them. Face hooded, he was in dark leather armor, bow at the ready but no arrow nocked, the dark maroon rooster on his chest plate barely visible. He slowly held up a raven pierced by an arrow, blue and silver bands strapped across its feet.
With the other hand he smoothly unfurled a piece of parchment with a simplistic ink drawing of me on it, and Varrick’s handwriting underneath.
The caption: 1 million gold for the return of Princess Atlas. Alive and unharmed.
Varrick wanted me back so badly he was offering the funds to build a small army? Seriously?
“You’re a long way from home, Atlas,” one said.
“Why does the king and his hound of industry want you back so badly?” The archer asked.
“Who?” I stepped back, both genuinely interested and trying to stall. I glanced back, weighing if I could outrun them. Surely the archer wouldn’t shoot me if the poster said unharmed.
“Lafayette” He said flatly.
They made no move as I continued to move away. Perhaps they didn’t really want to catch me, they just wanted answers.
Then again, I would do anything to catch me for one million gold.
“Lafayette? Why? I’ve only met him like once.”
The archer’s eyes flicked behind me, and as I began to turn something caught me on the side of the head, and with a blinding pain my world flickered and went black.


An eleborate table was laid out before me, food more pristine than a masterwork painting. I blinked twice, turning slowly to see the masked angel at the opposite end of the table.
“Icaurus.” I said simply.
“Atlas,” He nodded, his smooth voice booming out, face cast in the shadow of the mask, making him look even more featurless.
“Am I seeing you because I’m prophetic or mad?” I asked, eyeing the plate of fruit before me.
His laugh was only a few exhales of breath, “Insight is scorned because fools fear intellegence, but persistance of such prevails in the end.”
“How cryptic. So are you a figment of my imagination, or some other device?”
“If your mind created me then how would it answer that?” his mystic voice mused.
“I’m not sure if that’s not how my mind would answer that.”
I could faintly see the corners of his lips lift as he spoke, “I asure you that I’m not a figment of your imagination.”
“I’m still not sure I beilive you, but fine,” I leaned back further in the chair, “though I question after there was physical proof of your prophecy.”
He grabbed a goblet, brought it to his lips and sipped thoughtfully, “I am here simply for guidance.”
“Alright, answer some inquiries with your guidance.What does Lafayette have to do with anything? Why does he want me? Does his Industries have anything to do with you?” I went through several questions at once, quirking an eyebrow as he stiffened after the first question.
He sit his cup down with a deliberate slowness.
Suddenly the dream lurched , my vision blurring. Icarus gripped the table in alarm, his wine spilling and cascading down to the floor.
“You must challenge and fight the bandit leader, Maul. It will be your only escape!” Icarus shouted, but his voice seemed distant and muffled, “You must listen to me, Atlas! It is the only way!”
I started to open my mouth when the dream fell apart. The warth and welcome of the table full of food vanished as I jolted awake, head pounding. I squinted, shivered, wind and rain buffeting across my face, tree trunks bouncing and blurring by. I jerked against restraints, tied to a saddle beisde a bow and arrows.
“Hirsh! She’s awake!” a rider beside us called.
The archer, Hirsh, looked back at me for a moment, a hood drawn over his head, then faced the front again, ignoring my vicious struggling. I leaned up, neck stiff, trying to stop my head from constintatly bouncing on the horse’s hindqauarters. Lights appeared in the dim light and rain. The horses slowed to a canter as we approached the lights, lanterns held by stone faced guardsmen armed to the teeth and clothed in dark leather armor with a rooster stamped over the heart.
A pang struck me, an aching for Joseph and his state, a sorrow thinking of how he and Alexandra were probably worrying. If he was still alive to worry.
The guardsmen waved our group on, one meeting my eyes and watching us move on past massive trees. We entered a huge glade area, rimmed by ancient cedars, but contatining impressive sized trees all the same. My kidnappers led the horses to a tree with a circular stable built around the trunk,taking their horses to stalls and unsaddling them. Hirsh took the bridal off his mount, then causally threw me over his shoulder like a feedsack, my hands and feet still bound.
“Who are you people?” I spat, not really able to see anyone anymore, facing the ground, “What do you want with me?”
“Maul has plans for you,” Hirsh answered, adjusting my wheight and walking out of the stable.
“Elaborate,” I growled.
“That’s all I can tell you,” he said simply.
We walked past a blacksmith’s shop, the smell of coal burning there even through the rain, accented by the sound of a hammer on an anvil, and then by a place smelling of meat and bread, some men under a simple canopy playing cards. All the structures we passed were engineered to be hidden within the trees. It was a brilliantly secretive camp, the limbs dispersing any smoke that could be seen in the air, and the settlement was nestled in the glade on top of that, barring any visablility on ground level.
It gave me a sinking feeling. I wasn’t going to be rescued by somewhere that couldn’t be found.
It was obviously a prospering settlement, the people we passed obviously all warriors in some way. They carried lethal weapons, damascus swords and axes, along with military grade rifles and pistols- things that made the most unskilled man deadly.
I looked up at the grey sky, wondering how long I'd been gone and how far we were from Voltaren.
We entered a clearing, the bottom levels of the trees cut off to accommodate the center of the camp, but the upper branches preserved to still conceal the area. Hirsh waited a moment, watching a man and woman approach us. The new company chatted about hunting conditions as Hirsh walked northward to a cabin. We came around to the back of the structure, Hirsh finally setting me down on a bench secured to the back porch.
I waited patiently for him to untie my hands, idly conversing with the other two bandits, and the second he got my wrists loose, I grabbed the handle of his short sword. He yelped, swatted me back as the woman pinned me back to the bench.
"A damsel causing distress, eh?" the other man gave a crooked smile.
I snarled, the woman starting to tie my hands and legs to the rungs of the bench.
Hirsh brushed himself off, cleared his throat, "well," he crossed his arms, "that was unexpected."
"Not after the way she fought those guards," the other man scoffed.
"Let me go and I'll show you unexpected," I jerked against the ropes for good measure.
They laughed. I almost blushed.
"Maul will see you soon," Hirsh gave a quick nod.
"Tell him that I do relish his hospitality," I said, voice laden with sarcasm.
They laughed again as they left, disappearing around the edge of the cabin.
I sit still for a moment, listening to the distorted sounds of the camp, and the ever-slowing raindrops on the tin roof above.
I patted my pockets with a stiff hand. All my things were gone. I shifted. Even Joseph's little knife I'd been keeping in my boot. I winced. Another painful reminder.
I looked around, then started struggling, managing to barely loosen the restraints, but severely chaffing my wrists and ankles.
Slightly winded, I stopped for a moment, blowing out a long sigh through my teeth.
My rumbling stomach accented my frustration.
The feeling of being watched pierced through me like ice, and I turned slowly, the Journeyer standing on the other side of the porch as if it were a permanent fixture. I was still, this was the first encounter I'd had where I hadn't just caught a glimpse of it and then it fleeing.
I expected it to do so again, so I was pleasantly surprised when it did not move for quite some time, leaving the two of us in an awkward but peaceful silence with the leftover rain occasionally clicking across the roof.
"I'm glad other people can see you," I narrowed my eyes.
It turned away smoothly, starting out into the woods before us.
No light reflected on the cloth of its cloak, the thing darker than coal, but the mask the purest of whites, and its markings clearly resembling Moontear. Just a few bizarre aspects of the strangeness of the whole.
I stared at it for a while, then resumed another round of struggling against my restraints. It turned as I did so, head swiveling in the fashion of a bird of prey. It walked over to me with a silent liquid grace, sitting down on the bench beside me.
I stopped for a moment, giving it a questioning look. It looked at me, then back out at the woods.
"I don't even know what I'm doing," I groaned, "In more ways than one. But for now this being tied down thing is the first problem to address. I'd say the next issue is the fact that I wouldn't know where to go even if they turned me loose," I talked to myself and it. Did mythical spirits talk?
Its head suddenly jerked towards the edge of the cabin, it startled, jumping up and taking off into the woods, gone in a flash of black and blue.
It was a little bit before Hirsh walked around the side of the cabin, regarding me. I glared at him and he simply rolled his eyes.
He called something around the building about my continually restrained status, the sound of his voice lost as he walked away.
I was alone again for a time. The Journeyer came weaving out from between the trunks of the trees, mounting the porch and sitting down directly in front of me.
"You're kind of . . . menacing you know," I wasn't exactly sure how to express my feelings on it. It was a somewhat frightening creature.
I gave a half-hearted grin, "You wouldn't want to help me get out, would you?" It was more my own self musing than a purposeful request.
It was incredibly startling when it did actually speak.
"No," it was an odd accented rasp of a whisper, something I couldn't determine the gender or origin of.
"You- you can talk?" I stammered.
"No," such a peculiar voice. 
"Great, you're sarcastic too," I rolled my eyes, "Or is that the only Common you know? Are you from Viafinis? Are you a person?"
"No."
I grumbled, "To which question, oh great owl stalker spirit?"
"No."
"Stop," I tensed, stretched in frustration at my bonds, "Are you stupid, or sarcastic? And don't you dare say 'no' again."
It stood, gave a 'humph' and turned away from me, starting to walk off the porch.
"No, wait, don't leave me!" I struggled. As strange and frustrating as it was, it was the closest thing I had at the moment to someone I knew.
It turned back around, circled around one of the support beams on the porch and then watched me.
"Are you the same Journeyer off my nursery wall? Why won't you help me? Whose side are you on? “I spit off several questions at once.
I guess I should have expected the answer.
“No.”
I wanted to scream, “You are so incredibly helpful.”
It cocked it’s head, watching the edge of the cabin again. It spooked, took a few bounding leaps into the woods, and then effortlessly jumped multiple stories high, landing in the top branches of one of the trees. It shuffled back rather humorously to the trunk, hidden in the shadows with just the white of its mask barely visible in the dying light.
Hirsh and his companions came around the cabin, I resisting the urge to keep my eyes on my follower above.
“We’ll let you walk if you won’t try to kill us,” Hirsh offered.
“Sure,” I said flatly.
He untied my hands, only to retie them independent of the bench.
The woman pointed to my reddened wrists, “You’d be free if I could tie any less of a knot,” she gave a smug grin to the others.
“Yeah, yeah,” the other man rolled his eyes.
“If only you’d tied them that well on the horses last month,” Hirsh said pointedly.
The woman started in on some defensive speech about how it wasn’t her fault that a storm came as Hirsh finally untied my feet, leaving the rope on the porch. He watched me defensively as I stood and stretched my legs, popping my neck with a grunt.
I jerked towards him and the others, laughing as they flinched.
“I’ll tie you back up again,” Hirsh threatened, “and carry you.”
“Alright. Alright. I’ll behave,” I stepped off the porch, starting to follow them around.
I took one last glance up into the trees, Hirsh following my gaze, and thinking he saw nothing, he gave me a quizzical look. I smirked knowingly at him, the suspension in his gaze intensifying as we stepped around the cabin. Our group walked through the main square area, people gathered on porches and stopping to watch us go. I faced forward, face indifferent, behaving as if I were walking the castle gardens and not a vagabond camp.
They led me westward between two houses and into a fenced in clearing, the roof only that of the cedar needles above. Wooden benches rimmed a smoldering fire, and Hirsh motioned for me to sit, throwing a few more logs in to fuel the flames. I obeyed, sitting down.
“Where is Maul?” I demanded, “He has much to explain.”
“He will see you soon,” Hirsh said dismissively.
An old man with thick spectacles entered the area.
Hirsh turned and addressed him, “What are you doing here, doc?”
The man didn’t look like a doctor except for his age and glasses, dressed in a long black coat with the camp’s signature dark leather armor underneath. He gave Hirsh a narrow eyed displeasure that reminded me of Alexandra, and spoke, “You knocked her out and tossed her around all the way here, don’t you dare ask me why I’m here.”
Hirsh shrugged, “It wasn’t like she was coming willingly.”
The doctor shooed him, sitting down beside me. A woman walked in and handed him a tray of food and a cast iron kettle, then exited with Hirsh’s group.
The doctor took out a dagger from his boot and casually cut away my bonds. I eyed him as he took his time pouring a cup of tea. I stretched gratefully, rubbing my wrists. He then handed me the metal cup, and a plate of seared meat, cheese and bread.
I eyed them and him for a moment, stomach assuring me that I wanted the food presented.
The doctor clasped his hands on his lap, leaning back contently, “Hello, Atlas, I’m Doctor Tombstone, but most everyone around here calls me Doc. I’m supposing you’ve got quite the headache, and that you’re probably hungry as well, the food will see to the latter, and the tea will help the first.”
I looked skeptically at the food, and he caught my gaze, “Do you think it’s poisoned? If they wanted you dead by now, they would’ve. You saw the bounty on you, they’re not going to damage something of that worth.”
I gave into his logic, shoving basically the whole chunk of bread in my mouth, and downing it with a swig of tea. The tea was sweet but bitter, and had a very pungent smell. I overlooked it, starting on a piece of meat, thinking of how infuriated Alexandra would be that I was eating it with my hands.
“Dr. Tombstone?” I said between bites, “That’s fairly ominous.”
He gave a breath of a laugh, “In the town I lived in I ran the graveyard and the clinic, it wasn’t a very big place. You could imagine that being good at the second job made the first one easier on me, but the combination of the two earned me an odd nickname.”
I scoffed, “I bet you’ve had to explain its origin more than once as well.”
He smiled warmly, “Indeed.”
People started entering the area, taking seats and filling up the benches around us. I quickly finished eating, and took a final swig of the tea. Doc noticed, and took the empty tray and cup from my hand.
“Would you like more?” he asked.
“No,” I said, watching the seats fill to almost capacity, “I was told don’t eat till uncomfortably full, give yourself a good edge.”
“By whom?” Doc said.
“A good man,” I said simply.
He sighed and put the tray beside him, looking me sternly in the eye, “Being an honest man, I’m going to tell you the truth. While the tea will help you head, it contained Verum as well.”
I stiffened, “Verum?! What is that!?”
Several gazes turned to us with my outburst.
He held his hands up, vainly encouraging me to calm, “It’s simply a truth serum. It’s aged sap from a certain tree in these hills. It was outlawed long ago, due to it’s . . . over-effectiveness, but the knowledge of how to make it was not lost. It does you no harm, it will just make you speak all that comes to mind.”
“Screw you, you deceptive old man! Acting kind to gain my trust, just to get me to drink some stupid potion!” I clamped a hand over my mouth, but Doc didn’t seem offended, instead he was actually laughing.
“I’m actually sorry for that one, I didn’t mean to take the insults that far, but I’m still extremely angry,” I crossed my arms.
“I like you, Atlas, you are not what is expected of when one thinks of a Princess,” Doc continued to grin.
“That supposed to be an insult? I’ll fight you here and now. I’ll fight anyone here. Not that I’d win, but I like to at least try. I think it’s because I hate feeling helpless. Who are these people? What do they want with me? Money? Why are they having a meeting about it?” The words tumbled out of my mouth not much on my own accord.
A few of the men around us laughed.
“You sorry deserters! Bandit scum! Kidnapping an innocent girl! Taking me away from Joseph and Alexandra! That’s my knight and maid, they’re not just those titles though, they’re more like parents to me. And now the knight, well, he’s an ex-knight I guess, he’s branded. He was part of the Guild,” I managed to stop myself as one man started talking.
“They branded a Guild Knight?” he shared the surprise and confusion of many present.
“Ha! A knight marked like a bastard traitor!” one laughed, jerking his tunic down to reveal the aforementioned brand over his heart.
Several others followed in his example, exposing their own brands as the volume of the voices rose, all making light of the condemning scar. Hirsh’s gaze caught my own near the back, a smirk on his face as he pushed his breastplate down.
“Damned brothers and sisters!” the first man shouted, “All the same! All the revolution!”
“Quiet down,” a deep voice rumbled through the masses as the bear of a man entered. The fire caught his maroon hair and beard, flashing licks of scarlet across them.
Those gathered watched him in revered silence as he strode across the space and sit at the other side of the fire from me. I was turning red trying to keep myself from blubbering out the entire contents of my brain. 
“I am Maul” the giant man said, crossing log-like arms, “The one who fights the greater corruption and steals men from the hands of death.”
“I am Atlas, the one who is pissed,” I pursed my lips.
Maul’s lips twitched in a slight smile, several of the men chuckling.
My eyes flashed around, and I shifted anxiously.
“Tell me, Atlas, to start, what brings you so far from home?” Maul asked.
“Well, I believe the straw that broke the camel’s back was when Varrick made me pick between giving orders to execute protesters and my betrothed. And then it was Joseph’s decision for us to run away. Don’t know how he talked Alexandra into going. It’s probably his sway on her, she’s been in love with him since he was a squire but she’s so strict on social order she’d never admit it,” I rambled, embarrassing myself but barely able to stop talking.
Maul spoke again, “you say the straw that broke the camel’s back? What else prompted your leave? Was Varrick cruel to you like that always?”
“Heavens, no. Well, I mean the man wouldn’t even look at me for the last year or so. An indirect sort of disassociation. But he wasn’t ever really mean like that incident. I wish he was still close to me, I really do. He’s always hated Donovan too for some reason-I really miss Donovan-, so that might be a contributing factor. I don’t get why Varrick has to act like I’m meaningless, I have the whole higher class disgusted with me. I’m shameful, you know, being an illegitimate heir and all. I don’t really miss the castle grounds that much, honestly, they got to the point where they didn’t feel like home,” I was able to shut up as Maul started speaking again.
"If Varrick thinks you so meaningless, then why is he offering such a handsome reward for your return?" Maul waited for me to start babbling again, the men around him murmuring, "and why is Lafayette concerning himself with you as well? He's 'subtly' pouring resources into the efforts for your capture, or what can be spared with the war.
"Lafayette, I have no idea. I've met with the man personally probably only a couple times, and one of those experiences was a painfully awkward dance at a ball held in the castle. He tripped several times and was overall just jittery around me. It was so queer. But Varrick, I don't know, honestly. That much gold, especially with the war, seems crazy. I don't know what he is thinking. It's kind of flattering that he would dish that out of the treasury, but I can't wrap my head around why he wants me back that bad when he never cared if I was there. Maybe Mary's ghost is haunting him or something," I stopped.
Maul started conversing with the men around him, whispered hushes echoing around the space.
Doc gave me a thoughtful but pitted expression.
"What are they talking about?" I asked louder than I wanted to.
"Whether they're taking you to the castle or not," Doc replied.
"Seriously? They have to talk about that? I don't want to go back.. They don't have the right to decide what's good for me and where I'll go!" I looked around, angry at the smirks, "I'm seriously considering trying to outrun you guys," I slapped a hand onto my forehead as they laughed.
"Atlas, what are your main reasons that you should not be taken back? Give me your case," Maul turned back to me.
"The castle is not my home. I am useless and unwanted there. I do not want Varrick to force me into awful decisions like what he did ever again-"
Maul cut me off, "Why, specifically, did he force you to make that decision?"
I threw my hands in the air, "Something about me thinking I knew what was good for the people and what needed to be done. Which, I mean, obviously choices that don't involve death would be nice. Donovan also protested him by telling him to stop, that's why he got involved," I stopped, Maul speaking.
He leaned onto his knees, "Any other reasons you should not go back?"
"Joseph and Alexandra are in Voltaren! They are my family! I have a horn to deliver to Phoenix Peak for the Forsaken. How dare you take it from me. I have to escort a caravan with supplies to their camp as well, and defend it from your hooligans! They're starving because of people like you!" I pointed accusingly, simply letting my unrestrained bluntness take control
He started talking to his council again, arguing, sighing, then finally looking back to me, "I am sure Alexandra and Joseph are adults that can take care of themselves. We will allow a shipment group to travel unimpeded to the Forsaken. My men will take you back to Foresythe. I apologize for the injustice you feel in being returned to the castle, but you are but one voice. The needs of the many must be considered. The gold we receive shall be put to use better feeding and equipping all that suffer as the war rages. I hope it gives you some security knowing that your sacrifice will bring such joy and hope to others."
"I- I- Joseph, Alexandra," I stammered.
"I will have men check on them often. I will do my best to make sure no harm befalls them," Maul assured, but it had little effect, I was starting to panic, overcome by a feeling of helplessness.
Doc looked down sorrowfully, people starting to rise, Hirsh and another man walking towards me with rope in hand.
"No!" I stood, pointing at Maul, the men beside me flinching, "Wait! I'm supposed to fight you!"
The aimless talking of the crowd stopped as they exchanged skeptical glances.
"Icarus said so!" I shouted. Now they were going to think I was mad. I wished I would have stopped there.
Maul's eyebrows scrunched together slowly, "Who is Icarus?"
"The prophetic angel in my dreams. He said something about challenging you," I started.
The men all started talking at once, all eyes, including Maul's, widening.
"You are challenging me for the authority?" Maul asked.
"Yes, I guess that's what I'm supposed to do. He was all dramatic about it 'being the only way'," I really wished I could stop talking.
Maul's confusion continued, but he regarded me with a slight smirk, "Give her a sword," he looked to the back and commanded Hirsh.
Hirsh nodded, got up.
"Actually, I prefer a kora, double wielding especially, do you have any?" I asked Maul.
"Go check the armory," he nodded to Hirsh and the archer exited the area.
The hushed chatter continued, Doc looking around fearfully, "Atlas, do you realize what you've gotten yourself into?"
"No, not at all," at least I was honest.
"Maul," Doc slid his glasses up his nose, "A challenge for authority is traditionally to the death,” he hissed through his teeth.
"Or till surrender," Maul rumbled.
"If it's between surrender and being taken back I'm not going to surrender," I said plainly.
It didn't help Doc's anxiety.
Maul said something to the man beside him and he exited, walking back in holding a massive bladed mace and handing it to Maul.
I shuddered as he nonchalantly tested its weight, swinging the huge head of metal effortlessly.
"Perhaps Icarus didn't know what he was talking about," I sighed, "I say a lot of things I'd much rather keep to myself."
"Do you want to surrender now?" Maul smirked.
"I think I'd rather die," I said.
Hirsh returned, handing me a sheathe.
"Blacksmith says they're unfinished," Hirsh said, "but just the decorative stuff and the details on the handle. They’re on of his play projects.
The leather case held a pair of swords, both flat on one side so that they could lay aligned in the sheathe. Hirsh stepped back as I drew the curved weapons, hands on the cold tang, turning the swooping hand-guard over my knuckles. The blades themselves glinted a razor-like edge, covered in deep etched intricate patterns.
“Beautiful weapons,” I mused, swishing one through the air, “Excellent balance.”
“You can keep ‘em if you win,” Maul inputted.
Doc cleared his throat, “Maul might I remind you that the reward is for her alive and unharmed?”
“She has issued a challenge. Here she is under my law, and that outweighs that of the royal demand,” Maul said plainly.
“Are you going to explain that to Varrick when you bring her back all bruised and broken?” Doc crossed his arms.
“I’m not going to severely injure her,” Maul looked at me, “Only wounds that can mostly heal on the trip back to Foresythe. Besides,” he motioned in my direction, “She can explain to Varrick about how her dream angel tells her to do things.”
“Ok, I would think Icarus was a figment of my imagination to if there wasn’t physical proof of his prophecy,” I said.
Maul opened his mouth, sighed, and spoke, “I’m not even going to ask. Are you aware of what is gained if you beat me?”
“Not in the slightest,” I said plainly.
A man groaned beside Maul, “Stop humoring her, let’s just tie her up and haul her out.”
“She has the right to see this through,” Maul said pointedly.
“Ok so what do I get? A prize? Goodies? Fame?” I rambled.
“You get the right to lead my tribe,” Maul said. The men looked at me with little expectance.
“That’s ridiculous. Why would you keep a system like that? Where anyone could take away your people just because they’re stronger than you physically?” I said.
“Actually, the ability to formerly challenge me is only known by my personal council,” he motioned around, “Only those I trust. I believed if I betrayed them enough to make them wish to fight me that they had the right to contest my leadership. I thought perhaps someone told you about our practice, but considering you can’t tell anything but the truth right now, I’m perplexed as to how your vision angel knew about it. In the name of the situation’s peculiar sort of honesty, I’ll give you your attempt at my rank.”
“The only thing that happens if I lose is that you’ll return me?” I asked.
He leaned on the long handle of his mace, “No, there has to be something besides that. You will be branded, and banished, just like any that fail, not that the second one would really affect you. I’ll also own whatever you had on you. If you want to surrender now, however, I will give that all back.”
“I am no coward,” I swirled the swords on my fingers, “Though I do run headlong into a lot of things fairly blindly.”
Doc let out a slow hissing breath through his teeth, “Maul, unharmed includes not being branded. Is she going to casually explain that one to Varrick as well?”
“I won’t tell him till whoever takes me back is long gone. I actually think it would be amusing seeing his reaction. I’ll tell him that I match Joseph now,” I smirked, “Since he didn’t care to let it happen to him, what would I matter? Condemned and unrightful heir.”
Maul rumbled out a laugh, starting to pace opposite of the fire to me, swinging the mace at his feet.
“There, at least you make it look heavy now. You’ll be a bit slower, having to take more powerful swings. It will use energy fast,” I spoke, then groaned. Just when I thought I was getting some control back.
Maul paused, “How does a princess know so much of battle-presence?”
I smiled, “Joseph taught me. But I’ve always taken more interest in the fields of war than my marble towers.”
Maul’s soldiers had fallen into an anticipatory silence. Doc shot Maul and I nervous glances.
I flipped the swords backwards in my hands, bowing with them above me.
Maul watched, then awkwardly imitated the motion, but left his mace on the ground.
“Not part of your customs?” I straightened, balancing my weight as I rotated the swords to my front again, the heaviness of the heads offset by the handles. Combat was never easy, but at least with weapons like these it made it closer to so. Considering I hadn’t said that out loud, I was truly regaining my filters.
“No, begin when you’re ready,” Maul watched me expectantly.
“I think I’ll let the host take the first move,” I gave him a stoic stare.
“I’ll patch you up as soon as you’re done,” Doc shook his head.
“I’ll take your offer, Atlas,” Maul shifted, and suddenly lunged around the fire.
So much for anticipating him to be slow. The mace crashed into the ground beside me, sending sod and rocks flying through the air. I reacted, moving to the side too late. He would have had plenty of time to hit me, but he choose not to, I realized, he hadn’t expected anything out of me.
He swung the weapon again, earth flying, and as I jumped to dodge, he put a leg out, anticipating my direction. He succeeded in tripping me, but I slammed both my swords down into his greaves, the blades cleaving through the leather and drawing blood. He yelped as we both toppled to the ground. I slashed backwards at him, missing but getting him to draw away long enough for me to get up and run around the fire.
The men startled out of their seat, moving around the benches with my proximity. Unflinching gazes reflected in the fire, glinting like Maul’s blood.
He stood, supporting himself on the long-handled mace. I took deep breaths, trying not to let my adrenaline take hold of me. Maul rushed towards one side of the fire and I adjusted accordingly, keeping him on the opposite side of me.
We did such a routine till Maul growled in frustration, “Come, Atlas, that’s childish.”
“Truth is I’m trying to figure out what to do now,” I frowned, “Guess the Verum isn’t all the way spent.”
Maul tried to take me off guard, flinching to one side quickly. I continued to avoid him. He was losing blood, I could at least hope that had some hindrance.
But I was also growing weary, I wasn’t used to a real fight.
I watched Maul through the flames, and in a split second of thought I plunged my swords into the fire and flung the flaming logs at him. Miraculously, one hit him square in the chest, igniting his beard, and singeing his flesh. He screamed, startled, and stumbled back, crashing into the empty bench behind him. I lunged forward over the weakened fire, ready to attack him, but his boot flashed out and struck me under the ribs.
Winded, I crashed into the dirt, a sword falling from my hands, the other only staying in my fingers because the handguard twisted around my palm. Stars flashed in my vision as I gasped for breath, feet scrabbling uselessly.
Maul’s figure rose above me, a condemning silhouette with the mace resting slightly on my chest. His beard smoking, he gave a crooked grin, “Do you su-”
A gasp came from the men gathered, a woman screamed. Maul’s attention was drawn away, long enough for me to stab his arm. He dropped the mace, and I rolled away from it just in time. As he reached for it I slashed at his other leg, succeeding in cutting the flesh of his foot. He fell as I rose, my foot on his back and sword to his neck. His face pressed to the ground, he glared at me.
“Do you surrender?” I said triumphantly, but heart sinking at his next words.
“Would you kill me if I didn’t?” Maul asked plainly.

There was silence, all attention directed back towards us. I dared not look where they had been focused, not wanting my distraction to be my downfall.
I looked at Maul, my hand shaking slightly that held my weapon, “No,” I planted my sword in the dirt.
There was an audible conjoined sigh of relief. I glanced around.

I stepped off him, putting my hand out, “But you are not taking me back to the castle.”

Maul was silent for a moment, scaring me, but he burst out laughing, taking my hand in a bear-trap grip and standing, “I don’t know if I could get you there!”
I followed his gaze to the trees, assuming I knew what he was looking for, but I asked anyway, “What did you see?”
“Something that wasn’t supposed to exist,” he said quietly, and as I opened my mouth to ask something else, Hirsh cut me off.
“How does it feel to go from captive to bandit leader, Atlas?” Hirsh laughed.
Maul looked around, addressing them in a loud voice, “He’s right, Atlas has won the right to be in charge. You answer to her just as you would me.”
Hirsh started clapping, the rest following suit, the crowd roaring with surprised applause.
“Even though I spared you?” I asked Maul, the men quieting.
“If you would have killed me they would have thrown you out, never accepted you. Killed you if you were one of our own. Part of the test is to see if you are merciful. If you would have struck down an unarmed man, you would have failed,” Maul explained.
“That’s a wise concept, but a gamble as well, you could have lost your life,” I said.
Maul shrugged, “You do not strike me as the killing type, Atlas. I was willing to take the risk. I do believe I could have beaten you if I wasn’t so afraid of injuring you,” Maul grinned.
I rolled my eyes, “Sure, sure.”
“I don’t know if I should tell you, but you still have the option to banish me,” Maul offered, “Though I would definitely prefer you didn’t.”
“I have no such intentions,” I crossed my arms.
I looked out as the soldiers descended into conversing, passing around mugs of ale and food, “But I cannot stay and lead these people. I must go back to Joseph and Alexandra.”
“Alright,” Maul shrugged, “Name the leader in your absence.”
“You?” I said questioningly.
“Ah, but I’ve been out of the rank for so long, I don’t know how I’ll manage,” he rumbled sarcastically.
Doc came up beside us, handing me my swords in their sheathe, and then overlooking me with several inquiries about any injuries.
I tossed it over my shoulder, looking back to Maul, “I have some commands however.”
“Oh, no, you’re not the leader anymore,” he started, smirking at my frown, “What would those be?”
“Bring food and other rations to the Forsaken. As soon as possible,” I said, “And I want the continued support of this tribe.”
“You have the second already. Are you going to take us into war?” Maul asked.
“I currently have no such intentions, but just in case,” I said.
Maul nodded, turned to Hirsh, “Gather up a couple men and load your horses to the limit with foodstuffs and other goods. You can depart tomorrow.”
Hirsh groaned, taking a mug of ale from the tray that passed, “Are you ever going to let me just relax?”
“When you’re dead,” Maul inputted.
“I’m not sure whether that was a threat or a reassurance,” Hirsh muttered, turning back to his companions.
A man entered the area, walking over to me with my things and weapons. I shouldered Joseph’s swords alongside my newly acquired ones, awkwardly trying to hold everything as I stuck it all back in my pockets.
“The blacksmith wants to see you about the blue stone,” the newcomer told me, and then exited without giving me time to question.
I tied the horn to my belt where it curved over my leg.
Doc startled, looking at it, “Is that the Horn of Valor?”
“Yes,” I answered.
Doc started to ask something when Maul cut him off.
Maul looked at us over his mug, “Are you going to Phoenix Peak? That’s what that old myth said right?”
“Planned on it,” I said.
“Do you know how to get there from here?” Maul asked.
“I don’t even know where ‘here’ is,” I said.
“Do you have a map?” Maul said.
I nodded, fishing through my satchel and finding the piece of parchment folded around a compass, handing it to Maul.
He unfolded it, a map of Western Viafinis, marked with owl statue locations and the place at the base of Phoenix Peak we had intended to travel to.
Maul pointed to a wooded area to the northeast of Voltaren, “This is where you are now.”
I stooped down and picked up a piece of charcoal, marking where he said.
“Don’t spread that around, though,” he said, “what were the other markings?”
“I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you,” I said.
Maul gave me a skeptical look and gave up on it, sighing and returning to his ale.
I looked up at the starry sky, and the almost indiscernible sliver of the moon, “What day is it?” I asked Maul, refusing ale as it went by.
“Sun,” he said.
“Only two days remain, great,” I muttered.
“Till what?” Maul asked.
“The Forsaken move,” I said.
“They may be trackable,” Maul suggested with a shrug.
“Yeah, but I ran my mouth, and now I’ve got something to prove,” I said with a sigh.
“I couldn’t imagine you doing something like that,” Maul said, voice laden with sarcasm.
“I,” I yawned, “I have to make it to Phoenix Peak,” I said, feeling more sore and exhausted than ever, “But I have to get back to Joseph.”
“You’re in no shape to do either tonight,” Maul observed, “Sleep on it and see in the morning. Go visit the smith before that, though” he turned, “Hirsh!”
“How may I execute your bidding master?” Hirsh downed the last of his ale, sauntering over.
Maul rolled his eyes, “Take Atlas to the blacksmith like he requested and then to lodging.”
Hirsh saluted Maul and I said goodbye to him and Doc, following Hirsh out and through the camp.


 




Chapter 11- Living to Pursue a Broken and Peculiar Fate
I tried to mentally map out the camp as we traversed it, a bit confusing considering how easily sight of the buildings could be lost to the encroachment of nature. Hirsh stopped before the mouth of a cave, lit within by a warm glow, the familiar smell of burning coal on the air.
“Good luck, I’m going to run get another tankard, and I’ll come back,” Hirsh waved.
“Have fun,” I said, eying the cave.
I entered as I lost sight of Hirsh. I was immediately surprised that I wasn’t in a building. It was a large room, walls sculpted to make it seem as such, smooth, the coolness of the stone drawing out the heat from the forge and overall making it a comfortable atmosphere.  The walls were lined with unfinished weapons and other devices, shimmering steel and cast iron on stone made up the decor of the place.
A man stepped out from a doorway beside the forge, wiping his hands on an already blackened leather apron. He was tall, middle aged, his blue eyes were bright and clean on his soot-covered face, rimmed by his hair like two strips of coal on the side of his head, the only place it still grew.
“Are you Atlas?” he asked.
“Yes,” I nodded.
He smiled, sticking several rods of steel into the fire and cranking the blower thoughtfully. I watched as the smoke off the coal filtered through a mesh on the ceiling, leaving the air in the cave clear.
He stopped, leaning on a cabinet, “You have in your possession a stone a smith would kill to work with; Fairyheart, Moontear, Dragonsbane, Starstone. Legend says blades made out of it in ancient times never dulled, chipped or broke.”
I raised an eyebrow, “I’ve only heard it called Moontear,” I watched the fire, “I’m sorry, I cannot sell it to you.”
“I’m not asking you to,” he clarified, “The koras on your back, I want to finish them with it. Put it as their edge, and fill in the decorative patterns.”
I eyed the handle of the swords on my back, “If so, I could not brandish them without drawing quite a bit of attention.”
“It would make you more thoughtful of violent actions,” he started turning the blower again, checking a rod of metal.
He sounded like Joseph.
I took the koras off my back, pulling out my Moontear in my other hand, “What sort of payment would you want for such a thing?”
“The opportunity to work with an element of fantasy,” he pulled one of the steel rods from the fire and bent it on the anvil.
“You don’t want money?” I asked.
“The last I checked, you didn’t have any on you,” he crossed his arms, putting the metal back in the coals.
“No,” I trailed off, “But it still seems like an awfully demanding thing to do for someone you just met.”
“You showed up to camp and upset our whole hierarchy in a matter of hours. You’re legendary for being a false princess, but now you truly have a small army. I can sense your potential, just remember people like me when you get where you’re going,” he smiled.
I looked at him for a long moment, in thought, not knowing what to say, and held out the koras and the stone, “I want those back soon, I’m already very fond of them.”
He nodded appreciatively, took them from my hands, sitting them down, “I’ll have them on the way to Voltaren with Hirsh tomorrow.”
“Have him leave them with Joesph or Alexandra if I am not there yet. If not them, Neve. If not her, Winsland the cane farmer,” I said.
The blacksmith laughed, “I would expect you that many connections already.”
“Do you know where the Library of Souls is?” I asked, thinking about where I could send my delivery.
“No, but Maul does. He looked into it after a group of soldiers that kept ransacking there were mauled- ha- by dogs,” the smith said.
I shuddered slightly.
He motioned to me, “Can I offer you better weapons than what you have? I despise the mass produced swords of the royal army. Heritage arts are sacrificed in the name of factory quantity.”
“These are actually the Guild’s,” I inputted, taking them off my back, looking at the roaring lion stamp on the pommel. I didn’t know if Joseph would want them back. With the limited ties he had to the Guild, I didn’t suppose he would.
The smith waved his hand dismissively, “Same difference.”
I took the knife out of my boot and handed him that with the short swords. He looked around for a while and handed me replacements, immaculate folded steel blades in dark leather sheaths. I looked at them for a moment before putting the swords over my shoulders and tying the wicked thin dagger around my ankle.
Hirsh knocked on the wall as he entered.
The smith nodded to him, “Make sure you see me before you depart tomorrow.”
“Can do,” Hirsh said, then turned to me, “Would you like to be escorted to your quarters now, Your Highness?”
“I’ll happily escort you there,” I gave him a smirk, “I’m sure you could do with my protection.”
Hirsh grumbled and walked out. The smith pulled out a melting pot as I turned back to him, “Thank you again,” I said.
He gave me a quick nod and I followed Hirsh out.
             
I blinked my eyes open to a cavern of unimaginable proportion, the ceiling stretching into eternity trying to encompass the limbs of a tree challenging the limits of my sight in the dim light. The only sources of illumination were random flicks of blue flame. I strained, almost thinking I could see movement in the dead limbs, when Icarus startled me out of my observations
We were in a cluster of ruins, the angel to my right. He had a spear almost double his height laid across his lap, polishing it absentmindedly.
“Don’t doubt me Atlas, I see through the corners of time and pierce the dark veil of space,” Icarus said.
“How mystic,” I looked out over the field of massive roots that tore through the dilapidated stone.
“I am a creature of such,” he said simply.
“Are you perhaps my guardian angel?” I asked, “You led me to victory.”
“No, no, Atlas, you did that yourself. You simply needed a push in that direction. I will give you guidance along your way, but you will bring yourself to great things,” He tilted his head upwards, the blue flame glinting across the gilded feathers of his helm.
“I accidentally told the bandit tribe about you,” I said after a moment of silence.
“They will never believe you,” Icarus said, “The truth is sometimes so absurd that people turn to lies for comfort.”
I turned, fully convinced I could catch a movement in the limbs far above, a slithering dark mass.
Icarus spoke before I could ask anything, “You need to journey on to Phoenix Peak when the sun rises.”
“What about going back to Joseph? Is he alright? Will he die?” I asked.
“He will be alright, as long as you do as I say,” Icarus reassured.
“I will take your word,” I said.
“Go alone. It will only come if you are alone,” he added.
“What exactly is ‘it’?” I scrunched a brow.
I could hear the smirk in his voice, “Now, Atlas, I can’t tell you everything.”
“Ah, yes, you can only tell me cryptic things. Being literal would make it too easy,” I grumbled sarcastically.
“Ignoring the sardonic element of the statement, you are right,” Icarus swished the spear through the air, the twisted tip shimmering like his armor.
“It’s nice to have you deciding my fate,” I sighed, “But I’m following you like a blind horse on the reins.”
“You will soon make impactful decisions,” he turned, face dark but voice clear, “When you’re on the throne, you will set the path of many’s fate straight.”
I froze for a moment, “What? You’re talking about the bandits, right?”
Icarus laughed, “No, I’m not.”
I started stammering, but he cut me off.
“The flames have caught. Fuel them,” He stood, his wings rustling, the dream starting to shift.
“No wait! Explain!” I called out.
Icarus shrugged, “There’s not much to explain.”
I could swear I could see his smile before I jolted awake in the cabin.
A knock quickly rapped across the door again. I rubbed my eyes, the first dull rays of the sun filtering into the single window.
“Coming, coming,” I grunted, rolling out of bed.
I opened the door, Hirsh standing in a dark sage cloak with his bow and arrows hung on his back.

“Morning, Your Highness,” he grinned.

I started to retort something when Icarus’s words came back to me, and I sit blinking dumbly for a moment.

Hirsh waved a hand in front of my eyes, “Alive in there?’

I swatted his palm away, “What do you want?”

“You’re going to the armory for better apparel. Maul’s orders. You look like a mangy peasant right now,” he crossed his arms.

“That’s the point,” I imitated the motion, “People don’t suspect mangy peasants to be runaway Princesses.”

“Yeah, but it looks stupid you need new clothes,” he leaned on the doorframe.

“I don’t tell you how to live your life,” I flung my hands in the air, gathering my things.

“Considering you’re in charge, you do,” he said.

“Ok stop making fun of me and take me to the armory,” I commanded, tying the Horn of Valor to my leg again.

“Yes, Your Highness,” he did an over-exaggerated sweeping bow. I basically pushed him out the door.

I walked with him out of the cabin, stretching as we ducked under cedar limbs. The pastel colors of the sunrise glittered on dew drops, a thin and wispy fog twirling above the ground.
He took me to a two story building connected to another via bridge, both wrapped around the trunks of huge cedar trees. We walked past two guards, through a main foyer, decorated with animal pelts and heads, and started to walk by the main stairwell.
A deep voice cleared their throat above, and I looked up to see Maul leaning on the balcony rail, a steaming cup in his hand and his hair and beard wild. He’d trimmed the latter, obviously where I’d burned it off.
“Morning, Atlas, have you decided where you will depart to?” he asked.
“Phoenix Peak,” I said.
He nodded, taking a slow sip, “I will have a horse saddled and some men ready to accompany you.”
“The horse, yes, but I- I must go alone,” I said, looking from him to Hirsh.
“Why?” Maul stopped, “It would be much safer if you had an escort.”
“No, it is something I have to do myself,” I said slowly, not sure how to explain it to him.
His confusion morphed into skepticism with a slow eyebrow raise, “Is this your decision, or that ‘dream angel’ of yours?”
I shifted, “I would like to tell you no.”
Maul shook his head grumbling, “Be cautious, he seems to get you into a lot. I guess you’ve got your other dark spirit helping out too, though.”
“That thing from last night?” Hirsh inputted, “a wanderer or whatever?”
“Journeyer,” I corrected.
Maul scoffed, “I suspected it had something to do with you.”
“What exactly did it do?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Maul rumbled, “Just popped out of the top of one of the trees like a daisy. Long enough to distract me, then disappeared again.”
“It doesn’t favor stationary positions,” I said, “I’ve had only very brief encounters with it.”
Maul muttered something else, motioning us on, “Take her on to the armory, Hirsh, and then get ready to head out.”
Hirsh nodded, and I bid Maul farewell.
He took me to a wing of the building, stopping before a set of double doors. He knocked and the woman that had tied me up opened the door.
I waved sheepishly.
She narrowed her eyes at me and Hirsh, “Come in, let’s find something that fits you,” she pulled me inside, dismissing Hirsh, “I’ll meet you later, have the horses ready.”
“If you tied them up I hope they’re still there,” I heard him tease as she slammed the door.
I looked around, overcome with the smell of oil and leather. Clothes and armor hung on mannequins and walls, all mostly the dark amber and stamped with the rooster brand.
“See anything you like?” she asked.
“Everything,” I said, eyes dashing over the armor.
“Good answer,” she smiled, “Considering that I’m one of the leathersmiths.”
She went to looking through apparel, going through several pieces of attire with me. I eventually settled on trousers and a shirt that had the leather armor built into them. Besides my now basic wardrobe, she supplied me with a dark navy cloak, and a bag with extra clothing, socks, and later-much to my pleasant surprise- I discovered a coin pouch in the bottom.
I exited the main building into a back yard with stables, Maul waiting for me. He stood beside a bay colored mare, fully saddled.
“At least now you look the part of a warrior But don’t worry, you’re not too conspicuous,” he grinned, “Your saddlebags have rations, wouldn’t want you to go hungry,” He patted the saddle, then looked off into the woods, “Can I talk you into an escort out of these woods? You’d get lost otherwise.”
“I prefer not to do so. Yes, I will accept an escort that far,” I gave a quick nod.
Maul found two men waiting in the stable, and I mounted my horse, a little timid when I realized how long it’d been since I’d ridden, and all the times I done so were on intensely groomed mounts, not a warhorse like this.
With eyes on me, I feigned confidence. I just didn’t know if that would convince the horse.
As we rode out by Maul he waved goodbye, wishing me luck. The soldiers and I discussed trivial things as they took me through the maze of cedar glades, and I soon realized that Maul was right, I would have been hopelessly lost without them. They took me to the edge of the woods, a rolling expanse of hills and wooded areas before us, Phoenix Peak painfully far to the northwest. From the distance, I could see how the Mountain got its name, the split summit resembling the open maw of an ascending bird.
I parted ways with the soldiers, watching them disappear into the shadows of the forest, and then spurring my horse on. I soon discovered her to be a lively animal, anxious to take a trotting gallop down the path, but as much of a hurry as I was in, I knew I couldn’t let her wear herself out.
The chill of the morning encouraged me to draw the hood of my cloak close to my head, my breath freezing in the air.
The cold of the morning retreated some as the sun rose to warm the plains, rays of light trickling through a sky of patchy clouds. I shuffled for a map, anxiously keeping the reins pulled to my hips with the other hand, knowing that the horse would take any slack as an opportunity to pick up her pace.
I found my charcoal and ink smudged document, pondering on the location of the owl statues. There was one almost directly between Voltaren and Maul’s camp, and one to the north of where I was as well, closer to the sea.
I had a long internal debate about traveling to it, and finally decided against it. It was too far north, and would take too long to travel back to the peak from. The next controversy was whether I wanted to try to travel there to get back to Voltaren after I made it to the mountain, or just journey to the city itself.
I let out a long sigh. My horse was going to be exhausted either way. While she was a stubborn creature so was I, and we came to an agreement to not test each other too much. I rode till the sun was at the peak of the sky, not encountering anyone else but seeing distant figures occasionally on the main road that ran between Voltaren and Ravock to its north. The train churned through once as well, long before I crossed over its tracks, nervous about the horse’s feet on the slatted rails.
She crossed it effortlessly, however, and as we rode leisurely across the next field, I ate an apple and some dried meat before we stopped at stream, letting the horse drink and partake of my other apple. A farmer at the house up the hill watched me as he tended to his cattle, and I calmly moved on. We were making fair time, the mountain drawing closer.
I slowed the mare to a walk as we entered a wooded area, eyeing roots and other debris that might trip her up. Her ears twitched and her head jerked, the whites of her eyes showing as her nostrils flared. I gripped the saddlehorn, starting to speak to soothe her, but looking around to try to find the source of her surprise.
The gunshot boomed against my ears like thunder. My scream mixed with the horse’s as she reared, and I lost my grip on the saddlehorn, toppling to the ground. I rolled aside last second as the mare came crashing down, her legs thrashing, blood pouring from her neck. I reached out helplessly as she wailed once more, convulsed and stilled.
Dumbly, I watched her blood pool on the ground, scrambling back as two guards flew out from the underbrush, one with a gun trained on me, and one still packing his to reload.
He pointed to my chest, to the exposed stamp of the rooster, “Told you she was one of Maul’s!” he hissed to the boy holding the gun.
The boy looked me in the eye, hands taught against the barrel, pale faced and sweating slightly.
“Shoot her!” the man commanded.
The boy’s hand twitched to the lock, jerking it down.
“No!” I put my hands out in front of me.
Beads of sweat trickled down the boy’s face, “She- she’s alone, and she doesn’t have a gun- maybe she isn’t going to cause any-any trouble.”
“I’m just going to Phoenix Peak,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling.
The boy looked to the man.
“Sure you are, bandit scum,” the man curled his lip, “Kill her.”
“I’m Princess Atlas!” I shook my hands. Better captured than dead.
The man burst out laughing, “And I’m Varrick and this is Lafayette! I didn’t know you vagabonds were such terrible liars. Shoot her before she says something else stupid,” he looked at the boy’s trembling hands, “Or do I need to do it myself?” he finished packing his gun, leveling it at my chest.
“No,” the boy’s eyes grew cold, finger snapping back the trigger.
The world slowed, I heard the powder ignite, resisted the urge to close my eyes to meet my fate. The boy screamed, dropping the gun. It fired before it hit the ground, the bullet whizzing off into the woods. I stopped, much like the man, not comprehending what had just happened. The boy wailed again, eyes locked onto a small silver blade like a feather embedded in his forearm.
The man, confused, pointed his gun wildly at the woods. There was a moment of still, everyone's heavy breathing and the boy’s crying the only sound. The dark color whirled out of the undergrowth, the man startling and firing his weapon.
Another blade whisked through the air into the boy’s chest, and he crumpled, the man drawing a sword as the Journeyer ran at him. It struck his legs, faster than a snake, grabbed his sword, and ran it through his chest. His eyes rolled back into his head as he stumbled back, struck a tree, and fell.
The Journeyer cocked its head at his still form, turned smoothly and drew its blades from the boy’s body. It swiveled to me with its machine-like grace, striding forward and nudging the dead horse.
Shaking, I stood on weak legs, “Thank- Thank you?” I brushed the rocks off my back with a trembling hand.
It looked to the guards, “Death is always a tragedy,” It turned, catching me in the intensity of its gaze, “But sometimes necessary,” it walked forward, musing in its rasp of a bizarre accent, “and also inevitable.”
In the moment of silence that followed, I didn’t know what to say to it. We were definitely a step forward from it saying nothing but ‘no’ to me. It watched out through the woods, head swiveling to every noise. I walked to the horse, brushing her eyes closed and looking at her pitifully. I shuffled through my saddlebags, taking what I needed, feeling guilty about leaving the saddle, but not as much as the horse. I took the tack from her body, hanging them in the nearest tree under the watchful eye of the Journeyer. Perhaps I could tell Maul where they were later.
Shouldering my bag across my shoulder, and eyeing where the sun was in the sky, I continued down the road, the Journeyer coming up to walk beside me. I exited the woods out into another field, biting my lip when I saw the distance the Mountain was away. The Journeyer taking two bounding steps before taking off through the field. Still shaken, it startled me at first, flying down the hill, moving like an arrow. Its cape flared as it made a wide loop through the plain, then disappeared into the woods beside me. I kept walking as it repeated the routine, circling around me.
It was . . . playing? It moved like a demonic shadow and had effortlessly just killed two men, and yet now- it was playing?
I stopped as it got back one of the times, it halting in front of me.
“What are you doing?” I crossed my arms as if asking a child.
It got inches away, mask in front of my face, “What are you doing?” It was almost mocking.
“Going to the Mountain,” I said pointedly, walking around it.
It circled me as I walked, “You won’t get there before dark.”
“Thank you for the obvious advice,” I grumbled.
As frustrating as it was, though, it was right, I could exhaust myself trying to hurry there and I would still get there after sundown. I’d never built a fire, nor knew how to make a campsite. It’d be just my luck to make it this far and die of hypothermia. I looked back, debating on whether just to try to go back to Maul’s.
I let out a long sigh, “You could make it there and back in no time,” I motioned to its quick lithe steps.
It came back and sit down in front of me with my lack of progress.
“Wouldn’t want to help me out, would you?” It was a semi-rhetorical question, the psychology of the Journeyer was endlessly confusing.
It stood, looked at Phoenix Peak, and then me, and then suddenly scooped me up bridal style. There was a frozen moment of surprise between us, and I grabbed is cloak, a material softer than silk and that enveloped my hand like darkness. I looked down. So it did have arms.
It pivoted and took off over the fields, whisking over the ground faster than any horse could ever dream of running. I turned my head against its body to keep the roaring wind from my eyes, but other than that the ride was surprisingly smooth. The Journeyer did not falter or jolt, the landscape blurring by. My arms trembled slightly from the adrenaline, such a strange but accelerating experience.
The fields were behind us in no time, and we were soon sweeping through the forest that consumed the mountain's feet. The Journeyer slowed as we reached a place where ruins dotted the forest floor. Collapsed arches and flaking marble peaked out through the undergrowth, what remained of some ancient structure.
I looked up at the Journeyer’s face, focused ahead. I grabbed for its mask, got a hand on it, and it immediately dropped me, flying off into the trees.
It popped back up, hidden partway behind a bush.
“Okay, okay, sorry,” I stood, brushing myself off, “I won’t try it again.”
It shifted, watching me, and finally came down out of the woods. Its robe rippled behind it as it continued down the disheveled path ahead. I followed, and it led me to a shattered dais of stone, covered in the same swirling patterns as the one at the Library of Souls. I untied the Horn of Valor from my belt as I walked towards the raised pedestal in the center.
The instrument fit snugly on the sloped pillar, and I looked around, expecting something to happen.
Nothing.
The Journeyer sit down, crossing its legs underneath it, “Play it,” it suggested.
I nodded, bending down and letting a deep echoing blow echo that bounced off the surrounding hills and continued almost endlessly.
“Ug. It sounds like the horns that blow when we go to war,” I looked at it, waited a moment, and blew again, “If not louder.”
I let the seconds tick into minutes, my impatience only growing with inactivity. I looked at the Journeyer. It shrugged. I groaned.
What was even supposed to happen? I should have gone back to Voltaren. Or Maul’s camp at the very least.
Wait.
I looked at the Journeyer, “I don’t want to be rude, but I may have to request you to leave for a moment. Icarus said go al-”
I was cut off as the Journeyer flew to its feet, its cloak flaring out around it, “Who?”
I jumped at the sharp seriousness in the tone of its raspy voice.
“Icarus,” I said slowly, “The other figment of my imagination.”
It stiffened, bristled, “Do. Not. Trust. Icarus,” it hissed, shot off the platform, and was gone into the woods with a flash of black and blue.
“No, wait!” I reached out, running to the edge of the dais, “I need you! I need you to take me back to Voltaren!” I yelled out into the trees.
With the silence as my only reply, I noticed how eerily still it had become. With a rasp of claws on stone, I spun to face behind me. I almost fell backwards off the dais.
A rooster, I was feet away from a rooster bigger than an ox, his blazing eyes trained on me with a fierceness that would turn a warrior’s blood cold. The aspect of a giant chicken would have been amusing, to say the least, except for the fact that it was probably about to eat me.
Forget hypothermia, that would be worse.
His claws hissed on the marble as he came forward, swiveling his head with a flash of his scarlet comb, a rasp of his sword of a beak. I slowly reached for the swords on my back. The rooster clucked, like a wolf’s growl.
I spun and took off running, making it only a few strides before I was cut off by a roar of feathers, the freakish bulk of the bird blocking my path. I skidded to a halt, inches away from the flaming circle of his eye.
I had no idea how to fight something like this. If I stabbed it anywhere it would surely impale me with its beak or spurs before I got any fatal wound in. So what was I to do? I certainly felt like an insect in its predatory gaze.
I planted my feet firmly, glaring back.
It wasn’t killing me.
No, was it what the horn summoned?
It started circling me smoothly, clicking its beak. I caught a flash of leather, a strap hidden under its feathers. It finished another circle. It was wearing a saddle. You had to be kidding me.
I flexed out my hands as it made another loop. This was not one of my better ideas, but what was?
I grabbed the handle on the top of the saddle as it passed, and it froze. I hesitated as well, a poor choice, for it took off, dragging me a little ways before letting me sling off into a pile of mud.
It clucked wildly, prancing back and forth. It was laughing at me.
I jumped up, spit, and lunged to the saddle again, actually managing to get in it before the rooster gave a caterwauling shriek and took off through the woods, seemingly as fast as the Journeyer.


 




Chapter 12- We are Destroyed by Our Own Noble Intentions
Varrick spun, his sword crashing against the other and parrying it away from him. The knight opposite of him lunged at the opening, and he corrected accordingly, turning and blocking it. He dashed back, a sword spinning by his arm. He slashed sideways, sending the first broadsword from the knight’s hand into the dirt and the other flying through the air.
“Stop sparring with me as if I were a child!” Varrick bristled, “It is like I’m training with squires.”
The grizzly faced knight spoke in a monotone, “We cannot risk harming you, Your Majesty.”
Varrick brushed his breastplate off, raising his sword as if to go again, but stopped at the chiming of the clock-tower bells.
He slammed his rapier back in its sheath, thumb trailing over the wolf’s head of the pommel, “How am I expected to defend myself with such rudimentary training?”
“We will always be here to protect you, my king,” the other knight droned.
Varrick turned away from the two, clasping his hands behind his back, “This is not the way Joseph would have trained me.”
He glanced over his shoulder, their indifferent dispositions stiffening. He had to resist the urge to smile at their dark brows and downturned lips. He turned away, stalking out of the courtyard, grabbing his crown off the fencepost where he left it as he walked by.
The knights followed him at a distance where it was still uncomfortable, but not close enough to be casual.
He pulled his hair out over the top of the crown, placing it back on his head. He fussed with the wild strands, desiring a mirror. Then again, perhaps not. He rubbed his dark eyes, scratched the stubble on his chin. Shaving wasn’t frequent when he didn’t have the time to do it himself, and irrationally panicked whenever someone else put a blade near his throat.
“Your Majesty, King Varrick!” the high-pitched voice came from down the hall.
Varrick gritted his teeth as the portly chaplain shuffled up to him, “What do you want, Basil, I have personal matters to attend to.”
“Oh, but, Your Majesty, I could think of nothing more important than what I have come to fetch you for! You just must come with me! There are pressing matters in the grand hall! Of great importance, extremely fascinating!” Basil clapped his hands.
Varrick looked at him with a complete lack of interest, “Does this concern the Terminus conquest?”
Basil fumbled, muttering inaudible babbling.
Varrick started to go around him when he blurted out, “This does however concern the relations with our allies, your unified territories, which you would do well to keep good ties with considering the revo-”
Basil shut his mouth, trying to hide that he was going to say something else.
“Considering what?” Varrick said sharply.
“Considering how much they love and respect you, and would be pleased to be graced with your presence,” Basil’s sweat betrayed his smile.
Varrick drew close to him, bending to Basil’s height, “You wouldn’t have happened to be saying something about the non-existent revolutionaries, would you? And if so, Basil, that should not be something you should be concerning yourself with, now should it?”
Basil shook his head quickly.
As much as Varrick hated it, Basil was right, he had to honor his allied commitments. He would just be doing so on his own terms, not Basil’s.
He turned smoothly, making for the grand hall. He heard Basil’s waddling footsteps pursuing him.
Varrick’s heart sunk when he saw the line of richly dressed nobles, but he plastered on a fake pleasant smile. Basil shouted his arrival to the company, despite the fact all attention had already directed itself to him.
The people all moved towards him, as urgent as socially acceptable, as fast as they could without pushing into each other. The first to make it to him was a man with poorly died black hair, pulling along a woman that held her arms stiffly before her.
The man bowed, “Greetings, Your Majesty! Such an honor!”
Varrick’s smile almost faltered, sick of hearing the title and the weight it carried as it was uttered.
Varrick gave a slight downturn of the head to the man to acknowledge him, and he flew back to his feet, “I am Count Yeg of the Starbuck Islands, and I am proud to introduce to you Princess Kress, the most eligible young lady southward of Viafinis!”
The Count made a sweeping motion as a woman stepped forward, teetering like a wooden doll in her stiff dress. The smile on her face was so wide it stretched her painted lips to a wire, the tips of her mouth twitching like it pained her. As angry and unconformable as Varrick was, he could at least relate to that. 
Varrick looked out at the line of similarly dressed women and escorts. He fantasized turning around and strangling Basil for scheduling something like this.
The princess gave a faltering bow, wobbling in her platform heels, hissing in labored breaths from the struggle she was having with her over-tightened corset.
She spoke slowly, thoughtfully but timidly, “Your Majesty,” she drew in a breath, “Indeed, what an honor it is, sir. To visit Forscythe and you especially,” she trailed off, looking at him with an expression almost pleading for him to fill the silence thereafter.
“Yes, indeed,” he started, and eyed the line of women behind her, all glaring at each other and her.
He rolled his shoulders, trying to shrug off the awkwardness, and cleared his throat, speaking clearly and quickly, “I hope each one of you enjoy your stay in Forscythe, don’t let me waste your time, when there is so much of the city to see, especially if you are pursuing love interests. I recommend the architecture tours and the opportunities to observe the innovations of Icarus Industries. Do have a wonderful time.”
He turned away from the shaking of heads and slow reactions to correct him, an actual smile on his face at Basil’s panic.
“Sir,” Basil gritted through a smile, “I think you misunderstand the nature of their visit.”
Varrick’s smirk only grew, “Oh, I did? Hm, well whatever it is, I’m sure they don’t need me hindering their experience.”
Just when Basil turned so red Varrick thought he might explode, the Princess stepped forward.
“Your company would never be a waste of time, especially considering how willing I- we are to strengthen ties and find a bachelor as attractive as you-” she blurted out, immediately embarrassed by it, closing her mouth with a furious blush.
Varrick turned slightly, speaking with a pleasant but indifferent tone, “I appreciate the thought. Thank you all for your visit, and best of luck finding similarly eligible men!” he gave a wave as he pivoted on the heel and walked out.
Basil was a livid shade of scarlet as he scrabbled after him, hands out as if he desired to physically restrain Varrick.
Varrick got quite a ways in front of him, the Guild knights trailing at their typical annoying distance.
“King Varrick!” Basil wadded his hands into fists, huffing as he jogged to catch up.
“What?” Varrick said coolly.
Basil went straight into lecturing, “Not only would a marriage result in stronger alliances, but a queen would be a figure of maternal guidance for the populous! A kind and warm image they could look to in rough times like these! And heirs, Varrick! You need children to inherit-”
“I do not have time for a wife,” Varrick said simply.
“You do not need to, the castle has servants to entertain her!” Basil threw his hands in the air.
Varrick curled his lip, “I desire no such relationship.”
“Don’t be foolish, you can’t ever have a marriage based on love. This isn’t a fairy tale, Varrick!” Basil stopped in Varrick’s glare.
“I cannot have a wife because I’m currently completely concerned with raising an army to fight a dragon,” Varrick said.
Basil rolled his eyes, “And yet you have time to quote some ancient poem or whatnot in a metaphoric sense referencing the Terminus Empire to avoid arguing with me.”
“No, actually I’m done arguing with you,” Varrick snapped his keyring off his belt, unlocking the door to his hall and immediately slammed it in Basil’s face.
       He stalked down his hall, up the stairs and unlocking the double doors to his room. He entered his sitting room, slumping against the door.
Breathing deeply, he rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to ward off his growing headache. He pushed off the door, walking to his study. Hearing movement he jerked his head upward, drawing his rapier at the same time.
“Lafayette!” Varrick slammed the sword back in its sheath.
“I’ve heard that’s what people call me. You look awful, Varrick, have you considered something like sleeping?” he flashed a smile, blowing a dark hair out of his face, swirling around the bottle he held.
“Thank you for the advice, if only I could spare the time for frivolous things like sleep,” Varrick’s eyes were drew to his liquor, “What are you drinking? Is that Elderberry Wine!? That’s from my mother’s funeral, you b-”
Lafayette hoisted the bottle into the air, “What better way to honor the dead than to indulge in mortal pleasures?! To Mary!”
“As if you would know anything about that,” Varrick growled, snatching for the wine.
Lafayette twirled his cane up and pushed the head of it into Varrick’s chest to keep him out of arm's reach.
With a ‘humph’ Varrick jerked away, the dragon’s head of the cane skittering across his breastplate.
“What have you been engaged with, Varrick? You look exhausted and enraged,” Lafayette took a swig.
“Maybe it’s because of you,” Varrick said indignantly.
“No, my presence is an enlightening thing that immediately brightens a room and touches people to their very soul,” Lafayette made a sweeping motion.
“You certainly have an effect on people,” Varrick growled, crossing his arms.
“You seemed exasperated when you walked in. Unless you’ve become a seer and predicted my arrival- which would be a useful trait- something else was troubling you,” Lafayette observed.
Varrick looked around, “Basil brought a long line of women here that desire to be my wife. Shame they wasted a trip.”
Lafayette chuckled, “Ah, yes, because you can’t tell anyone that you current love is absent without leave? What are you looking for?”
Varrick bristled, but answered him, “Do not mock me on such affairs. I’m trying to find the way you got in. Did the guards let you pass?”
“No,” Lafayette smirked.
“What wonderful security I have,” Varrick grumbled sarcastically, “They continue to prove themselves useless,” he started testing windows, gazing down at the impossible distance it was to the ground.
“You should just kill Basil,” Lafayette said flippantly, “If he continues to disappoint you.”
“Have you ever heard of the more casual practice of firing workers?” Varrick took his crown off and flung it across the desk, scattering papers, “Considering how well your execution ideas have worked already.”
“Only in death does someone cease to be a threat,” Lafayette said in a sing-song voice, and peered into the bottle.
Varrick continued to pace the room, looking into his bedchambers and the sitting area, “How did you get in!?”
Lafayette made a lazy motion to the balcony doors. Varrick’s head snapped to the unlocked door with an eyebrow raise. He flung the doors open, walking out to look off the balcony. A shock of orange hair far below brought his eyes to those of two different colors. He eyed the contraption beside the boy, looking just like a geometric box from where he was.
The boy waved and with a sly smile started signing things, hands flashing.
“I don’t know sign!” Varrick yelled down at him, and then realizing how little good that did, he turned to the doors to scream at Lafayette, “I don’t know what he’s trying to say and he knows it!”
With Varrick’s outburst he sent the ravens and his new resident pigeons into a fit, the birds crying out and caterwauling around his balcony.
“James?” Lafayette called, “Oh, he knows. I think he does it to make people feel guilty.”
As Varrick came back into the room, Lafayette started speaking again, “Did you see the latest marvel from my industries? A simple collapsible platform, no bigger than a shipping crate, but at the pull of a lever,” he imitated the motion, voice booming as if he were advertising to a crowd, “it expands into a tower several stories tall! Thus allowing any on it to quickly jump and scale an enemy wall, while the opposing side is still blundering about, wondering how they were conquered!”
“Did you test this? Can it be toppled easy?” Varrick shut the door, having been talking over the birds.
“No, Varrick,” he started sarcastically, “I have no idea of its limitations that’s why I presented it to the king. I got in didn’t I?”
Varrick crossed his arms, “I’ll take that as a roundabout answer. Don’t sneak in with it anymore, and send it to the warfront.”
“Already done,” he put his feet on the desk, “I had to forge your signature of permission, I’m becoming very adept at it. Thanks for the consent. I will have you know that I would much rather break in so I don’t have to speak with those awful knights anyhow. I’ve always hated those idiots, especially after they branded that one man. Jeremiah?”
“Joseph,” Varrick said irritatedly, finally wrestling the bottle out of Lafayette’s hands.
“Yes, him,” Lafayette nodded, “So I’ve been doing some light reading,” he motioned around the desk.
Varrick stiffened slightly, “My confidential papers with other kingdoms?”
“Don’t you wish?” Lafayette chuckled.
Varrick tried not to sweat.
Lafayette picked up one of the small pieces of parchment, holding it up, displaying the two simple words.
“Don’t throw away your letters from our good friend in the west,” Lafayette said, voice dripping with malice, “frustratingly enough, it only makes him send more.”
Varrick took quick gulp of the liquor, “Are you not concerned? I am in a constant state of panic, Lafayette, I just thought you should know. I spend all day walking on eggshells, deathly afraid of failure. I’m in a fatal chess game.”
“Yes, I’m concerned,” Lafayette wound his hair through his fingers, “Mostly about these split ends.”
Varrick gave out a long growling sigh, “Do you care less with each decade, or century?”
Lafayette waved dismissively, “You’ve taken me off topic,” his lips twisted into a smirk as he motioned back to the desk, “I take more interest in your personal letters.”
“Hmm?” Varrick turned.
“How terribly irresponsible you must feel. I pity you, I do.”
Varrick glared at his patronizing tone.
“But your words, so riveting. You bleed sorrow out in ink. I love that, especially since they were addressed. All your different drafts of sentimental pleading, apologies linked to nostalgia, and then exquisitely tied together at the close by a riveting confession,” Lafayette motioned outwards, “You’re like a character in a play. I relish it.”
Varrick’s knuckles turned white on the neck of the bottle.
“That’s why I strapped it to one of your ravens and sent it to her,” Lafayette said nonchalantly.
“What!?” Varrick screamed, swinging the bottle at him. He jumped out of the chair in time, the bottle shattering and sending wine cascading over the chair and floor like blood.
Lafayette smoothly brushed his hat off and placed it back on his head, picking up his cane, “Relax, Varrick. It kills two birds with one stone. Get it, there are ravens involved. Ha, ha. I kill myself. I simply encouraged you to say what needed to be said, and it will bring her back. Doesn’t it feel better to know it’s confessed after you’ve been holding that in for so long?”
Varrick attempted to slow his breathing, the jagged bottleneck in his hand trembling, “How dare you,” his voice was a bear’s growl, “You had no right!”
“Actually, I do, Varrick,” his aloof laziness suddenly fell into a grim seriousness, “As much as you think Atlas means to you, you have no idea what she means to me.”


 




Chapter 13- Praised Only in Victory
The plains outside of Voltaren blazed by, whisking colors of gold, the Horn of Valor bouncing on my hip.
I’d affectionately named the rooster Ram, from a tale of an old warrior Joseph used to tell me. Ram had no reins, instead I discovered that he responded to me using my feet to steer him. It was a difficult system, but we were working it out.
Pulling the feathers of the rooster’s neck to stop him, I gazed down at the city. I had intended to leave him somewhere outside, but we’d drawn enough attention from the farmers on the way to town that inconspicuousness was basically irrelevant. On top of that, I didn’t know if he would run away if I left him. I didn’t think he would, but I wasn’t going to take the chance. 
The square below was barren. I squinted searching for any sign of people. I couldn’t see anyone in the streets, the city seemed abandoned. That couldn’t be right. I urged Ram down the hill and into the main gates. He clicked his beak as his claws drummed on the cobblestone.
We entered the desolate main square, a cold breeze blowing through the empty streets. I looked up at the darkening clouded sky, thinking I could hear thunder distantly. I eyed the buildings as I directed Ram towards the clinic. Lights were on, smoke still rose from chimneys, and the tavern on the square had mugs and food on the tables.
So the city hadn’t been abandoned, or anything like such. The people had just vanished? I fought my rising anxiety, praying that Joseph and Alexandra were at the clinic. I jumped off Ram as we reached the aforementioned building.
“Stay here,” I said sternly, pointing down for good measure.
He rumbled out a cluck, and took to biting his foot. I took another glance at him and walked into the clinic. I searched the halls, the main office. A steaming kettle and a single teacup sit in the doctor’s office, but the rest of the place was empty. Joseph’s room had no proof that any of us were ever there, a bare cot and chair in the small space.
I had a sinking feeling as I walked back outside the clinic. Following Ram’s gaze, I caught a clamor of distant voices in the upper city.
I immediately slung myself back up into the saddle, “Go,” I said quickly, the rooster shooting off through the streets, and zipping through the alleys as if he knew them.
I gripped the handle of the saddle tight as he jumped, his huge wins flaring, and landed atop a one-story building, looking down on the hoard of people gathered at the base of the guard-tower. All the heads swiveled in my direction, the hush over the crowd breaking into shocked and questioning mutters.
At the head of the crowd were several guards, two on horseback and several standing, and I froze as I caught sight of the two people bound in their middle.
Joseph and Alexandra seemed similarly shocked to see me, mouths agape. Joseph was bare-chested, the brand over his heart exposed, the captain of the guard standing beside him, halted in giving some address.
The farmer rose above the crowd, hand outstretched towards me, “The plight of the branded brings forth the creature of the mark! A symbol of revolution!”
The voices of all present exploded into a crescendo of chaos, the people looking back and forth from the guards to me. Alexandra’s jaw was still slack, while Joseph had a smile teasing the corners of his mouth upwards.
A gunshot roared into the air, the crowd falling back into silence except for a few quick screams of shock.
The captain stepped forward, calm, the smoke from the barrel of his gun twisting off into the air, “Princess Atlas.”
“I do not know who you are so I cannot address you by name,” I spoke, watching Ram narrow his eyes.
“We will have time to get to know each other on the road back to Forscythe. You and your companions have disrespected the will of the king. You are now under charges for the murder of three from my guard as well. You are required to surrender immediately. You will be restrained and returned,” the captain said coolly.
The crowd waited expectantly for me to say something. The guards were fearful of them, and with the malice in their eyes, I could understand why.
How easy would they turn on the guards? If only they didn’t have Alexandra and Joseph.
I’d been a good gambler up to this point.
“If Maul couldn’t get me there,” I scoffed, “I doubt you could.”
“Maul is an outlaw and a traitor. He holds no importance to me, except the bounty for his head,” the captain crossed his arms, “You will come down here now. Or my men will fill that bird with lead and fry him on our fires.”
Ram hissed.
I gave a twisted smirk, thinking, “As the now leader of Maul’s outlaws and traitors I demand that you surrender to me and release my companions.”
The captain burst out laughing but the crowd had all started talking, looking at me with a surprised sort of respect.
“Silence, peasants!” The captain screeched, “I’m sure you’ve had your fun with the lost boys, but you are a child in over your head. You are going home, Atlas, I’m just sorry you had to be so stupid about it.”
He started to make a motion to one of the soldiers when Ram screamed, a blood curling roar that jolted all present.
“See how he fears the beast!” the farmer roared.
“Silence, old man! I’ll kill you!” the captain shook his fist.
“Only the sinful like you fear death!” the crowd parted around the farmer, “I would rather die fighting for my freedom than live with my heart and soul chained to this suffering!”
The captain said something to the soldier beside him. He leveled his gun and fired, the farmer flinching away. The bullet whizzed across his arm, and he held a hand to the wound, the crowd frozen in the silent tension.
The captain looked out over the crowd, “You forsake the order that protects you, the leadership that guides you. Anarchy is only death and chaos! Revolution is hell! Are you foolish enough to throw away what’s left of your population over a false ideal of how to better things?” his voice drew off, leaving a shameful quiet.
“He tries to control you all with lies. He quells your hope because he know how dangerous it is to his position of power,” I pointed at the captain, the man snarling.
“As long as I stand here,” the captain planted his feet, “these people are safe. People like you poison that idea with your comforting lies.”
“I find that hypocritical,” I narrowed my eyes.
“I am done having a debate with you,” he turned back, “Shoot the chicken.”
An arrow whistled through the air, the captain looking down at the feathered shaft in his chest. He blubbered, collapsing to his knees, and crashed off the platform.
I turned, with everyone else, to the roof beside me.
“Issue solved,” Hirsh shrugged.
A soldier stepped forward, the crowd starting to panic, “Everyone stop! There is nothing to fear!”
The people froze under the guns aimed towards them, and the swords drawn.
Neve suddenly stepped from an alleyway, “Yes, you’re right,” she smiled, “No more fear.”
She took another step, voice loud and angry, “No more hiding.”
I looked down, the roof tiles rattling. The whole ground was trembling.
The grin split her face, “No more corrupt guardians here. No more oppression. Only freedom,” she outstretched her arms as a sea of dogs burst from the alleyways, an endless roiling mass of every size and shape of canine imaginable. 
The crowd parted for them and the soldiers screamed, one gunshot going off in a random direction as their horses bolted and the men followed, fleeing from a roiling tide of teeth and howls. Anxiously, Ram dropped to the ground, and I dismounted him, letting him go with the dog-swarm after the soldiers as I bolted for Joseph and Alexandra. I drew the dagger from my boot and cut their bonds away as all of us burst into a jumble of over-emotional questions and greetings.
I embraced them both as the crowd started cheering, pursuing the streaking tail of the rooster and clearing out of the square.
“Atlas,” Joseph boomed loud enough for us to silence, “I thought I’d lost you,” he wiped his eyes, “thought I’d ran you off,” he laughed, but his tears betrayed it.
Alexandra grabbed the sides of my face, “Are you trying to kill me with worry!? I thought I was going to lose both of you,” her fingers trembled, eyes watering, “Why did you leave, Atlas?” she regained her composer, kissing me on the cheek and pulling away.
“It wasn’t exactly willing,” I scratched the back of my head, “I was kidnapped by Maul’s people.”
“Than what was all that about leading the traitors?” Joseph interjected.
“How did you get better?” I asked, looking at his arm that bared three long black scars.
“I asked first,” he insisted, “But I don’t know. The fever broke, I woke up. It was a miraculous recovery.”
I glanced at Alexandra, and she shrugged, but some expression flicked across her features.
“Alright, Atlas, now I get my answers,” Joseph started, looked at my armor and pointed to my chest, “Did you want to match me?”
“It came from Maul’s people. They’re using at their symbol, or a symbol of revolution I suppose. I won a fight against Maul. It gave me the right to lead them,” I said, knowing that with their confused expression I was going to have to explain further.
Joseph laughed, “You beat the warrior Maul? I’ve seen him, he’s a monster of a man, how did you do it? I didn’t know I was that good of a teacher.”
“Okay, wait, wait, that explains that, but what about the giant rooster?” Alexandra said, motioning to Ram as he chased the screaming soldiers out to the city below.
I started to answer them, but turned at the sound of hooves on the cobblestone, fearing the guards returning. Instead it was Hirsh and his two companions.
He hopped off his steed, holding his arrows so they didn’t spill as he bowed, “Your Highness.”
Joseph and Alexandra gave me a look.
Hirsh rose, “Can you go anywhere without destroying the order in some way?” he motioned to the mob pursuing below.
“It’s becoming a bad habit,” I shrugged, “At least I didn’t randomly murder a man.”
“It wasn’t random, I only kill with purpose,” Hirsh defended.
“Charming fellow,” Alexandra grumbled, but Joseph was laughing.
I crossed my arms, “The ‘charming fellow’ is Hirsh,” I motioned to my side, “This is Joseph and Alexandra.”
“So you two are the legendary traitorous maid and knight?” Hirsh grinned, shaking their hands, “I’m the greatest warrior in Maul’s camp, the most skilled archer in the land.”
“So humble,” I said sarcastically.
“I think I’ll tell Maul you said that,” the leathersmith woman said from her horse.
“No, please don’t,” Hirsh squeaked.
“Legendary maid and knight?” Alexandra asked.
“Ah, yes, they tell stories about you two all over Viafinis,” Hirsh made a sweeping motion, “They say that you once punched a foreign queen in the face over laundry.”
Alexandra paled, “No! I didn’t! Oh, my family’s reputation!”
“Nice,” Joseph nodded approvingly, “As if your family’s reputation wasn’t bad enough from you running off.”
“I’m telling them you kidnapped me if we ever get caught,” Alexandra said, frowning.
“What if I tell them you kidnapped me?” Joseph grinned.
“There are enough absurd rumors apparently, Joseph!” she threw her hands in the air.
Hirsh laughed, “I’m joking, I only know about you two from her,” he jerked a thumb at me.
“No, I’m going to spread that laundry rumor,” Joseph continued to nod.
“Along with the one that you two are married,” I pointed between them, “And/or my parents, I heard that one at the castle once. I wouldn’t care if that one was true.”
“I would have at least had the decency to take you to the orphanage, not the gutters,” Joseph teased.
“Thank you, Joseph, you are so thoughtful,” I touched my heart.
“You’re all despicable,” Alexandra mumbled, rigid with her arms crossed.
“Sorry to break up the family bonding, but I’m here to make a delivery, and I’m supposed to make it to the Forsaken before dark. Boss’s orders,” Hirsh reached behind him and handed me my new koras in their sheathe.
Looking to Joseph, I drew the weapons simultaneously, the swords smooth and sleek as a viper. The indentions of the swirling designs were now filled with the Moontear, and a smooth line of it ran the length of the blade to the point.
Joseph let out a long whistle, “Fine, fine blades. How’d you arrange that?”
“The smith,” I swung the koras, smiling at the familiar effortless weight, “at the camp. He did them for me. He just wanted to work with the Moontear,” I turned to Hirsh, “Please tell him how grateful I am, and that I will never be able to thank him enough.”
Hirsh nodded, “I will tell him you hated them,” he said sarcastically.
“Appreciated,” I said in a similar tone.
Neve re-entered the square, feathers in her hair flowing as she moved, the fox dog bouncing along with her.
“Hey, dog-woman!” Hirsh called.
Neve paused, raising her chin with eyes narrowed.
“Did you like, train all the dogs, or what?” he asked, “Maul’s been wondering since those soldiers went missing.”
She folded her arms behind her, “No, they simply listen.”
“So you’re like a dog hypnotist?” Hirsh walked towards her, “An animal mage?”
“No, I can speak to them,” Neve said. 
“Can you learn how to do that, or do you have to be bewitched, or what’s the process?” Hirsh asked.
“I’ve been able to do it since I was born,” Neve said, unamused.
“So you couldn’t teach me?” Hirsh looked defeated, “Because that summoning a dog army thing seems super useful.”
The fox-dog barked, sitting down with a smug look.
Neve imitated the look, “I’m sure you don’t need an army, master lord archer.”
“Ha, great, I got ratted out by a dog,” Hirsh slumped.
“Hirsh, stop flirting and let’s go,” the leathersmith started to turn her horse, the other man laughing.
“Don’t you even start with me, that’s pretty hypocritical coming from you,” Hirsh pointed at her.
She smiled as Hirsh jumped onto his horse, Neve looking back from up the hill.
Hirsh looked back, “See you at the Forsaken’s camp. You better get going if you’re going to make your bet!” He called as they galloped away.
Down in the fields Ram jumped atop a windmill, and gave a victory crow that sounded like a dragon’s screech.


 




Chapter 14- Misguided by a Hero’s Promise
“Where did you get the name Ram?” Alexandra crossed her arms.
I pulled the aforementioned rooster towards the owl statue, “That old story Joseph used to tell.” 
“Joseph used to tell a million stories,” Alexandra sighed.
“The one about the man that could conjure water from nothing out in the desert, fought roosters, and raised whatever children came to him?” I prompted.
“I vaguely remember something like that,” Alexandra rubbed her chin, “Curse my old memory. Aging is such an inconvenient thing.”
“If I find the secret to immortality in my travels, I’ll be sure to share it with you first,” I nodded to her.
Dogs sit in all the archways around us, curious but timid, watching the rooster.
“Between giant chickens and teleporting statues, I wouldn’t be terribly surprised,” She said.
From the dome above, I could see a sloped-eared silhouette cast down, the feeling of being watched chilling over me.
I looked up, “Don’t forget my Journeyer.”
Alexandra followed my gaze, but it was gone before even I looked, either that or I’d imagined it. 
“I can’t believe it saved you,” she walked to me. I thought you might be seeing things in the beginning but it’s hard to deny it if it killed someone.”
“Joseph still doesn’t believe me,” I said.
“If you haven’t noticed, he likes to irritate you.”
I looked up at the dome again, the library growing dim in the dying light, “I need to get moving.”
Alexandra regarded Ram with narrowed eyes, “Don’t let him break anything in The Rook.”
“He’s very well behaved,” I assured, and he started grooming himself coolly as if to illustrate my point.
“He’s getting chicken dandruff all over the floor,” Alexandra said plainly.
“That sounds like a summoning component, I may need that,” Serif entered the room with several books under one arm and a horse skull in the other hand.
“Someone is probably going to have to sweep it up,” I looked down.
“I’ll have Neve ask the dogs,” Serif said flippantly, “Although their motor skills aren’t great.”
“We can only hope that’s the only mess he makes,” Alexandra curled her lip.
“Can you take care of yourself, not get arrested while I’m gone?” I turned to her, “Not get accused of some murders or anything.”
She crossed her arms, “Can you not get kidnapped? Or take over any bandit camps?”
“The second isn’t so bad,” I said.
“It’s always good to have an army like Maul’s on your side,” Serif handed a book to a dog, “Considering that their ideals are in favor right now. If Varrick held a good charge, still, though, it’d be a different story. You’re still outnumbered, though, step cautiously.”
I gave a quick nod.
Alexandra sighed, “Hurry up, before the sun goes all the way down, Joseph is really looking forward to whatever celebration the villagers have come up with tonight. With the guards gone, they’re raiding the soldiers’ rations and ale. Which is exactly what Joseph needs,” she grumbled the last part sarcastically.
“I fear when the guards return,” I said quietly.
“We’ve discussed this. The people know the consequence,” Alexandra said.
“We’ll deal with whatever comes,” Serif turned the skull around in his hands, laughed, “I don’t know if Varrick can even spare a force to quell us with what he had poured into Terminus.”
Taking another glance at the dome above, I pulled Ram forward the last few steps, “I have to go, I’ll speak to you later,” I said to Alexandra, waved bye to Serif.
He returned the motion best he could with his hands full and I touched the statue, coming to a halt beside the table while Ram scrambled around on top of it. I calmed him quickly, wincing at the scratching sounds his claws made on the wood, but when I coaxed him off of it, the surface was as pristine as ever. 
Ram’s eyes turned to the last painting, his blazing eye locked on the Journeyer. He clucked and hissed, shaking himself as I pulled him through the door to the map room. I literally had to pull him, he struggled to get his bulk through the opening, but he managed.
I stopped to observe Alexandra’s work as Ram took to exploring a little ways around the space, head twitching around to gaze at things on the ground I knew he was considering eating. Alexandra’s handwriting decorated loose sheets of open books, mostly bits of Latin, which I had a limited understanding of, but I was able to recognize her other records. Most of her studying had been dedicated to deciphering the odd script that filled most of the books, the same that made up Icarus’s prophecy on the tapestry.
I glanced at it as I walked to the map, motioning Ram over. He walked over, moving his giant feet timidly over Alexandra’s stacks of books. I held the bottom of his beak to his warbling protest as I touched the statue near to the Forsaken’s camp.
The both of us landed with our feet in the snow, Ram jumping out of it and shaking off his claws. He followed me as I pushed out of the cedar glade, exiting out into the barren snow field of the mountains. The setting sun glinted off the peaks above, lighting them like elevated flares. I mounted Ram, hand on the Horn of Valor, and urged him on through the snow. He took leaping steps, obviously irritated at the chill of the ice.
The snow was smooth and unbroken this time, no footsteps to guide my path, and I found myself lost in the repeating landscape of dark rocks on snowbanks. I stopped Ram, fearful that I’d even lost where the statue was, not recognizing the cliffs and cedars around me.
As I moved forward again someone called for us to halt up the ridge. I froze, but was relieved at the same time.
I turned, a man dressed in furs and a snarling half mask was standing up the hill with a bow drawn, but no arrow nocked.
“Who are you!?” he called down.
“I am Atlas,” I said, turning Ram to look at him.
I could see his eyebrows scrunched, focused on the rooster, “What are you here for . . . Atlas?”
“To speak to Delilah,” I answered.
He paused, “What do you call my people?” he called.
“The Forsaken,” I said, without skipping a beat, just as Joseph had.
The man relaxed slightly, but I could still see his skepticism, “You wouldn’t have happen to be the girl Delilah made the wager with, would you?”
“For the Horn of Valor?” I asked.
He nodded.
I twisted and patted the aforementioned object on my thigh.
His eyes widened, “And can I ask, what exactly is that?” he pointed at Ram.
“What the horn summoned,” I said.
He took a step back, “I’ll- I’ll go tell of your arrival.”
“Please do,” I nodded.
At first I just watched him run off, and then, growing anxious, I followed his footsteps. I started recognizing things again as I traversed the slopes, stopped just before the entrance as the man exited to meet me.
He motioned me inside, and I dismounted, guiding the rooster inside with me. The camp was just as dismal and defeated as last time, but there was a sort of closure this time. The cave was dark from extinguished fires, and more than half the tents were taken down and rolled up, people milling about trying to help each other ready to move. Heads swiveled in my direction as I crossed the camp, and at first I adverted my eyes from the gaunt features.
But as I continued to catch glances of their eyes I caught something else. As anguished as they were, there was something new and strange flaring up. Hope.
Delilah’s tent was one of the ones still assembled, guards waiting at the opening.
They had the usual questioning surprise to Ram that everyone did as I approached.
“I believe I have an appointment here,” I said plainly.
No sooner had the words left my mouth did Delilah come bursting out of the tent flaps, followed closely by her massive body guard. Her mouth was slack in surprise, eyes dashing from me to Ram.
My hands fumbled at my belt, untying the Horn of Valor. If possible, her eyes widened further.
I held the instrument out, presenting it to her, “If this is a legend of your people, then it belongs to you.”
“You,” her hand hovered out, taking the horn as if she could not believe that it was real, “You got it. You did it.”
“Did your myths say anything about it summoning a giant rooster at Phoenix Peak?” I asked, motioning to Ram.
She stammered, “That’s- that’s what it did? No, it just said it would call forth something the wielder needed.”
I looked at Ram, nudging his wing, “Congratulations, turns out I need you.”
I could swear he made a motion that seemed like rolling his eyes.
“Also,” I turned back to Delilah, “A group of Maul’s men is on their way here with rations. They won’t impede shipments to you anymore.”
“Really?” her face lifted, but she quelled it with her own denial, “Do you have his word?”
“I am in charge of his tribe, I would hope so,” I said.
“You- you’re what?” Delilah stopped, “Alright, start from the beginning, tell me everything,” she demanded.
Before I could say anything a man ran up behind me, “Delilah, sorry to interrupt, but there is a two men and a woman a ways down the mountain on horseback. They have rations and claim they are for us.”
Delilah looked to me.
“Speak of the devil. That would probably be Hirsh,” I nodded.
“Go get him,” she said quickly, “And tell me of your quest, Atlas.”
I started from the trip to Voltaren, the discovery of the Library of Souls, the dark tower underneath. I told her about Joseph’s sickness, my kidnapping, Maul’s camp, and getting Ram, only modifying and/or excluding the parts about Icarus and the Journeyer.
She looked down at the horn, and then me, in disbelief as I finished the tale of my Journey. Only in the awed glances of the men around me was I was somewhat aware of how spectacular everything I’d accomplished in a week was.
I started to open my mouth to speak to Delilah in the silence, but she caught me completely off-guard as she dove forward and embraced me. I raised my arms awkwardly.
She pulled away, tears streaking down her face, “You’ve saved my people. You’ve saved the Forsaken. I mocked you and sent you on a fool’s errand and you saved us all. I was wrong about there being none left, you’re a hero.”
I shook my head, “Joseph did a lot.”
“He did not defeat Maul. He did not get the rooster, as strange as it is, he seems to be a powerful animal,” Delilah motioned.
I was guilty that my victories were Icarus’s ideas, but I nodded anyway, “yes, I suppose I did.”
“There are not words to express how sorry I am for how I scorned you, Atlas. Nor can I express how grateful I am. I told you that we would tell your story, and I see how true that is now. You have my eternal gratitude,” she took a knee, the guards and Asa following suit.
I bowed back slightly- the same protocol as reacting addressed as a princess that I’d done back at the castle- not sure what else to do.
She rose, addressing the men close to us, “Tell the others that we are not moving today.”
The men nodded to her and dispersed out through the camp, excited voices rising up in the quiet cavern.
“Wait here,” she told me, walking swiftly back into her tent.
Asa looked at me, a smile breaking his stoic face, and he gave me a slight nod. I returned the motion. Children had gathered around, peaking from behind tents and other fixtures, watching me and Ram especially.
Delilah came back out of the tent, holding a ring on a silver chain.
She held it out to me, “I present this to you, Atlas, and with it I consider you an honorary Forsaken.”
I noticed a similar couple of bands on her hand, and on Asa’s. It was a simple ring, with a few swooping patterns, but it almost glowed, a remarkable blue polished circle of ice. I took it, sliding it onto my right hand. It fit perfectly and was, surprisingly, not cold, not any more so than metal.
“This ring represents the loyalty of the Forsaken. We will come if you so call, and assist in any ways that we can,” Delilah said.
I looked down at the band on my hand, the ice catching the light and reflecting a color similar to Moontear, “Thank you,” I said quietly.
Delilah looked to the rooster in the moment of silence, “How did you get here before Hirsh?”
“I-” she caught me off guard, “I’m sure Ram runs faster that their horses.”
She nodded, but I could see her eyebrows quirk when I had hesitated.
Ram clucked behind me, and laid down, neatly tucking his claws underneath his feathered breast. His head quirked to the entrance as the man from earlier escorted three horses in. Hirsh waved from across the cavern and I returned the gesture. Dressed in their dark leathers, they were a startling contrast to the light fur-clothed colors of the Forsaken.
Hirsh got to us and dismounted, bowing at the waist first to me, and then Delilah, “Your Highness, and Delilah, I must assume?”
“Yes,” Delilah said, eyes narrowed.
“I am Hirsh, an agent of Maul, and well, Atlas too,” he smirked at me, “First and foremost, we must apologize for the state of your people. It was never our intentions to harm the Forsaken in our raids, but to upset the supply lines of the crown. I am sorry that you suffered as a result,” Hirsh was actually sincere.
Delilah relaxed slightly, “As angry as I am about the state of my people, I cannot continue to point fingers. I can relate to your disposition towards the crown.”
The leathersmith and other man had dismounted their horses, passing out bread to the children and bottles of ale and wine to the adults along with various other foods. Celebratory shouts rose up through the cavern, people overjoyed at the simple sight of food.
“Maul has a request, however,” Hirsh started, “A proposition.”
Delilah raised an eyebrow, “Of course he does. Go ahead.”
“From this point forth we will take from the royal caravans and give to you whatever the Forsaken need, or want, and in exchange Maul would like you to provide gunpowder to us. Bombs and fire arrows too, if you can spare them, if not, the components are fine.”
I paused. I did not know that Maul had such intentions, but it made sense.
Silent, Delilah watched her people cry out in joy, picking up their children, holding their families, and she spoke, “The Forsaken have made a point of neutrality.”
Hirsh stepped forward, petting Ram, “and you yourselves could remain that way. You do not have to engage in the battles we wage, simply help fuel them. You hold access to vital materials like sulfur, and gunpowder is the only thing Varrick is smart enough to send only on the trains. We can’t get it, but we need it. It would turn us from a nuisance into an actual army. Give that resource to us and let us strike the blow you know you desire to.”
Delilah stopped, “It pains me how right you are,” she looked down, and with a long breath her chin rose, “No more will I watch history past while we crumble to dust. My neutrality was to protect us, but it has done just the opposite,” she motioned to me, “I have seen what taking action has accomplished.”
Hirsh leaned on Ram, but with the rooster’s hiss he drew back, “So what say you of our arrangement?”
Delilah looked around, “Asa, Atlas, Forsaken!”
The attentions drew to her.
“What say you of aiding Maul wage his war on the crown by providing him with gunpowder?” she asked out in a loud voice.
There was murmuring all around us, and the hunter from the first time stepped forward, “Hypothetically, let’s say Maul succeeds in his campaign, will he still honor such pacts, and take into account the needs of all groups, even small ones like ours?”
“Yes,” Hirsh said, “We were once a struggling group of a dozen deserters, we understand.”
“But Maul overlooks such things usually, that is why we are starving now,” the guard at the tent said.
“You starve no longer,” Hirsh defended.
“Because of Atlas, not Maul,” the other guard said.
“Who would sit on the throne if Maul took it?” the hunter asked.
Hirsh motioned forward, “There’s an heir right here, and I think that would please both parties.”
In a moment of dumbness, it took me a moment to realize that he was referring to me. Icarus’s words came rushing back.
Smiles moved across face, the voices growing louder in approval. Delilah, eyes glazed over in thought, looked up and nodded slowly.
“I- I’m honored, but I have little experience-”
I started but was cut off by one of the Forsaken women, “She is of the same rearing that oppresses us now, she has been taught the same way. I approve of your actions in aiding us, Atlas, but I fear you would become a second Varrick.”
“Of the same rearing, but not of the same blood,” I said.
Before I could finish Delilah started, “If she was the same as he, she would be in the castle and not standing before you here.”
“Oh for heaven’s sake, she’s riding a giant bird, wielding glowing swords, and wearing a forsaken ring and deserter armor, how could you compare here to Varrick?” Hirsh threw his hands in the air, and several around laughed.
Delilah brought us back to the discussion, “I will agree to these terms. If the revolution is one day successful, Atlas will hold the throne,” she turned to me, eyes sharp and serious, “And in doing so, you must vow to treat the people of Viafinis, all the people of Viafinis, better than they are treated now. You will not be another Varrick.”
“I vow to do so,” I said simply, never thinking that I’d come that far.
The thought of Varrick not being king was a bizarre and eerie image. The thought of a revolution was a frightening and bloodstained idea. My uncomfortableness with them fell away at the memory of the soldiers attacking me, the treatment of the cane farmer and his son, the screams of protesters at the castles the guards fired upon them, and the little Forsaken girl dead in her weeping mother’s arms. 
I spoke louder, “I vow that if I am ever upon the throne I will value people, their rights, and their lives far more than the spoils of war and the riches of suffering. I vow that I can at least do Viafinis better than that.”
Nods and approving hushed voices rippled through the camp, Hirsh clapping first and the others following suit.
Delilah strode forward, extending her hand, and Hirsh shook it.
“I agree to your terms. Tell Maul of Atlas’s and mine,” Delilah said.
“Of course,” Hirsh smiled.
“I’ll light the fire of your revolution, you just must bear the torch,” Delilah told him.
Revolution. It was a frightening word, for the violence it carried with it. The Journeyer’s words came back to me. It was right, death was a tragedy, but sometimes necessary.
Delilah started helping unload the horses, Asa following.
Ram got up, coming after me.
“See, told you,” Hirsh sauntered after me, “You can’t go anywhere without being nominated queen or something.”
I rolled my eyes, turning to Delilah, “Farewell, Forsaken queen, may your people continue to be saved.”
She smiled at the memory, less than a week ago, the words under different terms, “Goodbye false heir, may our paths cross again.”
I waked through the camp, shaking the hands of Forsaken happily wolfing down dried meat and bread. Children played with Ram’s tail, men and women laughed, I thought I could hear someone singing.
It was a place of long-forgotten joy, and hope ran rampant through the streets. I could have never imagined at the time that it was the beginning of the end.


 




Chapter 15- And Consumed by the Jealously of Entitlement
“You know how I assured you that your words weren’t something that would lead to anarchy?” Joseph looked upwards, eyes trained on the guard tower’s waving flag, Varrick’s roaring wolf on its field of blue painted over with the blood red image of a rooster.
“Yes,” I crossed my arms.
“Well, I was wrong,” Joseph scuffed his boot in the dirt, brushing a hand over his chest.
He had his golden breastplate back on, his cloak hiding the Guild’s lion, his new huge broadsword strapped across his back. He’d also accepted my swords from the smith at Maul’s camp, the two blades at his waist.
An old man jumped by laughing, a mug of ale in his hand, pursued by a crowd of children with fistfuls of candy and chocolate, looted from the guards’ stocks. 
Alexandra eyed their departing forms, then turned to me, “So they want you to be queen? What’s your plan for that? That doesn’t end with us three getting killed, preferably.”
“I also prefer that,” Joseph inputted, “But she’s got a bandit tribe that now has gunpowder on her side, so that’s something.”
“That does not began to rival the royal armies, not in the slightest,” I shifted, “I question starting a war to end a war.”
“Cauterizing a wound is painful in the beginning, but the benefits show in the long run,” Joseph assured, “With the way things are going, tensions are building, I believe a revolution was inevitable, I would just rather someone like you be at its head.”
I looked down, feeling exhausted already in body and in mind, “I feel my sway will only lead to suffering.”
“We’re all going to hang,” Alexandra rubbed the bridge of her nose, “It is unfair to put this pressure on her. To throw the weight of the world on her shoulders and burden her with the salvation of Viafinis.”
“As long as you try the best you can, Atlas, that’s all we can hope for,” Joseph winked at me.
“What if that’s not good enough?” I winced.
“Then it’s been a damn good run with you two,” Joseph pulled us to him.
Alexandra frowned at first, but gave up, embracing Joseph and I. We pulled apart, stopping and listening to the sounds of the festivities in the square below.
“Someone’s going to hang over all this,” she looked up at the vandalized flag, “I just hope it’s not us.”
“It might be Varrick,” Joseph shrugged, starting to walk off.
I stopped, it hadn’t even crossed my mind up to this point-
“I don’t want to kill Varrick,” I shook my head, sick at the thought of it.
“You probably won’t personally have to,” Joseph said as we walked to catch up.
“He might kill you, though,” Alexandra scoffed.
Joseph turned, “I highly doubt, with what he’s offering for her return.”
“I don’t want Varrick dead,” I said quietly, “But I don’t see him ever surrendering.”
“I bet he’d see us dead,” Alexandra motioned between her and Joseph.
“I don’t know,” Joseph laughed, “There’s a pretty nice price for us alive,” he clapped a hand onto Alexandra’s shoulder, pulling her to him.
She gave a blush barely visible in the dark, the town lit by a sliver of a crescent moon and haphazard street lights.
“Imagine that,” she smirked, “A Wolfsden maid worth as much as a Guild Knight.”
“A branded ex-Guild Knight,” Joseph corrected.
She batted him playfully, “Bah, you can’t let me have anything.”
A train drifted by on the fields below, smoke turned silver by the moonlight. I stiffened slightly as if went through Voltaren’s station, but it never slowed, its lights churning on northward. It was a reminder that word would eventually reach Forscythe of these people’s treachery.
“Will Varrick send troops here?” I said, “Will he attack these people over what I’ve done?” I watched the dancing forms of people weave through the square.
“Perhaps,” Joseph said, “If he can spare them. His grip, especially on the further towns, is weakening. You’ve spurred these people out of submission and I don’t think they plan on going back.”
Alexandra looked back, “Have you noticed that there’s a lot more people here now? A lot of them were hiding. Like Serif said, they could hold their ground.”
I shook my head, “People hid their families so they wouldn’t be shipped off to die on the battlefield or in a factory.”
The solemnness of our conversation faltered and fell away as we entered the square, immediately struck with the vibrancy and joy of the celebration. The dreary city reminded me more of Trammelfell now. The boards had been taken from the windows of the closed shops, people danced between, into and out of buildings, and light and color filled the air.
Children danced barefooted alongside old men and women, ragtag bands bumbled out upbeat music from the surrounding establishments, and the smell of sweet foods and spiced meat teased on the wind. Joseph paused, taking a long satisfied whiff of the air.
Alexandra and I bowed as a group of girls skipped by and placed flower-crowns on our head.
“Thank you, Atlas!” the girl said as she placed a ring of chrysanthemums on my head, the orange flowers vibrant in the lantern light.
“No, thank you,” I smiled as she and her friends jogged away laughing.
Alexandra thoughtfully touched the ring of carnations around her bonnet, Joseph starting across the square towards the tavern, the place roaring with laughter and voices.
“Why don’t you pick the busiest place here?” Alexandra trudged after him.
“C’mon, Alex, loosen up, have a little fun, if that’s possible for you,” Joseph grabbed her arm, pulling her along.
With an unamused expression, she grabbed my arm and pulled me along with them. We moved through the square and into the open doors of the tavern, crossing its crowded porch.  People filled every chair and table, dancing in the spaces in-between. A huge fire blazed in the main hearth, a whole pig winding on a spit. Wenches bustled around with huge trays of drinks and food. The story above us was just as populated, people leaning over the balcony rails and shouting things at anyone they knew underneath.
A huge muscled man behind the bar paused, handing a pot of steaming potatoes to a kitchen boy.
“Atlas!” he boomed, “The estranged knight and the adventuring maid!”
“No,” Alexandra muttered under the noise.
“Welcome to the White Horse Tavern! I’m Jace, the owner, what can I get you?!” he asked.
A few nods and some attention was directed to our party at the utterance of our names, but many were distracted as a band entered and started setting up on the tavern’s raised stage.
“Ale?” Joseph smiled.
Jace nodded, pulling three mugs out and turning to the tap.
“Wine,” Alexandra said coolly.
He nodded, pulling out a bottle from under the bar.
Joseph gave her a wry smile.
“I will have none of your rotten smelling ale,” she said indignantly.
“Cider,” I inputted.
Jace finished our drinks off, handing them to us.
“Cost?” Joseph asked.
“Free till the guard’s stock runs out!” Jace laughed.
The men around us roared with applause, lifting their glasses.
Jace leaned close, “Not that I’d charge you three anyway,” he clapped Joseph on the shoulder, “I’ll send out a round of food, go find a seat!” he turned back to the kitchen door.
We looked back at the crowd, Joseph taking a content swig of his ale. Alexandra spied some seat and led us off to it, a place against the wall where we could watch the rest of the people gathered. She and I had barely finished half of our drinks when Joseph finished his second, his booming voice joining the others as the bard of the band went into some deep-drumming song about a dragon slayer.
Several people came by and chatted with us idly, thanked us, or thanked me. We finished off a round of seared pork and vegetables, the band falling into an instrumental song with the thrum of the lute and the singing voice of a fiddle. Alexandra watched Joseph push his chair out and stretch.
He took a look at her, “Do you want to dance, Alex?”
She froze, looking out at the crowd that stomped around the floor, “I do not know how to dance like that.”
Joseph chuckled, “None of them really know how to, they’re just having fun. Perhaps I could teach you how to do that.”
She turned red, shrunk in the seat, “No.”
He crossed his arms, and spoke in an almost a begging tone, “C’mon, Alex.”
She narrowed her eyes, “You mean to humiliate me.”
“I don’t think he does,” I inputted with a grin.
He nodded, and she, now flustered further, shook her head.
“Humph,” He turned, “I suppose I’ll go alone,” he looked back to see her reaction.
“I suppose you will,” she turned away with her chin held high.
He walked away into the crowds, Alexandra glancing at him the whole time he went.
I started to say something to her when Neve sit down in front of us, pulling off a hood and shaking out her hair with a flash of colors.
“In incognito mode, Neve?” I asked.
She glanced around, “People keep asking me to talk their dogs into doing things for them,” she crossed her legs, “They don’t understand that just because they know what you’re saying doesn’t mean they’ll listen, kind of like most people.”
Alexandra, pretending to be unbothered, looked anywhere but where Joseph was, and pointed to a man the crowd was hoisting around in a barrel, “Who is that?” she asked Neve.
Neve took a glance back, “the mayor,” she said dismissively, and then in a more hushed tone, addressed me, “What’s this full-on revolution thing going around?”
“Word spreads fast,” I muttered into my drink.
“I’m sure you’re receiving a lot of advice from all around, but Varrick has to realize that his decisions are harming him too. He has to. His desperation makes me wonder what his reasoning is, and I would suggest you looking into it as well,” Neve looked around.
“I grew up with him. I’ve thought that, I’m glad that someone else sees it that way too,” I looked at my hands.
“But you’ve done well. I know you’ve got good intentions. While Varrick’s age old kingdom tears at the seams, you united Voltaren, the Forsaken, and Maul’s tribe in a matter of days.”
I nodded.
A man a table over looked our way, “Hey are you the lady that can talk to dogs?” he called.
“Nope,” she said, got up, put her hood back on, and merged into the crowd.
The man shot me a look and I shrugged.
“So how’s your wine?” I asked Alexandra, trying to make small talk, but she was scarcely paying attention.
She opened her mouth but suddenly went rigid, eyes locked on Joseph, “What happened to ‘I suppose I’ll go alone’?” she bristled.
I followed her gaze. Joseph was happily dancing beside the stage, a laughing blonde-haired woman in his arms.
Alexandra’s fingernails drug down the arm of her chair, scratching the wood as he traded partners, a brunette in his arms now. She giggled and planted a kiss on his cheek.
I glanced at Alexandra, her livid red face a startling contrast against her white bonnet.
“Go do something about it,” I offered, taking a slow sip of my cider.
“I think,” she stood, “That I will.”
She dropped her glasses by my hand, dashing around the table with a great twirl of her dress.
The band dove into the next song, the drummer cracking his hands against the side of his instrument. The fiddler responded to the rhythm, bow flying across the strings with a blur of movement, the tune taking shape and singing out through the crowd.
I had been cheering Alexandra on, but my encouragement turned to shock. Her hand snapped to her head and untied her bonnet, tossing it backwards, and she hiked a foot and jumped onto the nearest long table, her hair flowing and flashing the colors of the flowers that rimmed her head.
Mouth agape, I started to wonder if she was drunk, but her movements were far too coordinated for that. The people at the table removed their plates and mugs as she strutted down the length, heels clacking against the wood to the beat of the drum. The men around her gave hooting whistles, starting to clap, and the band responded by increasing volume. Her hair suddenly didn’t seem as grey to me, the wrinkles on her face less deep, her steel blue eyes a bright as a child’s. She was truly as light on her feet as the dodging wenches around her.
I imagined my face was just as shocked as Joseph’s. He stopped, the brunette hanging on one of his stiff arms. Alexandra twirled, arms out like wings as she danced around the table, smug eyes on Joseph. Most of the Inn had turned its attention to her, escalating into a crescendo of clapping and cheering, mugs on tables and feet stomping on the floor.
I shut my mouth and joined the applause, hooting wildly. Alexandra stepped forward onto the back of a chair, titling it and sending it crashing down, but she landed smoothly, continuing to strut forward to the encouragement around her. I lost Joseph for a second, the crowd gathering around Alexandra. He finally pushed through the wall of people, making for her.
I stood. No one was sitting now, following Alexandra’s example and jumping onto tables and chairs, the band jumping around the stage and roaring out music. Joseph reached out for her, and with a devilish smirk she drew close, then pushed off his breastplate, twirling off into the crowd for a man to grab her by the waist and spin her. I jumped over the table, losing sight of them, dodging through the crowd.
Alexandra whisked by Joseph’s fingertips, he snatched for her in vain. Someone grabbed my arm and I was suddenly being passed from person to person, trying to keep watching them.
“I thought you said you were going alone,” Alexandra teased. I could barely hear her.
“And you said you didn’t know how to dance!” he bellowed back.
He lunged forward as she was passed again, finally grabbing her. I laughed as the crowd parted to allow for their sharp steps and swinging arms. Their dance was a formal waltz, they were just doing a sped up version of it. I watched them with a satisfaction as I was whisked through the tavern.
The band went through several quick songs, and with the chaos finally calming because of exhaustion, they started in on a slower tune, the bard singing a low song about lost lovers. As overjoyed as I was for Alexandra and Joseph’s interactions, watching all the couples lean into each other and dance made me wistful for my own betrothed. I sighed.
I joined a table of wives whose men were off in the war, listening to their drunk humor and sentiments for a while, laughing with them. I spoke to Neve sitting at her own table before I walked out of the tavern for some fresh air, taking one last glance at Alexandra and Joseph swaying softly in each other’s arms.
The square had calmed, the music from the tavern now the loudest noise, the rest of the festivities had calmed. Intoxicated people slept on the cobblestones around the boar-slayer statue, and the only activities in most of the other buildings were things like tame games of poker and idle conversations.
I took a slow stroll up the hill beside the tavern, stopping to take a deep breath and gaze out over the rolling hills, dotted over with various farmhouses, and the shadow of the mountain range to the east.
I could still hear the fiddle and the bard’s voice, almost eerie with their distance. The band joined them, singing an old ballad. A basic song, but usually favored by nobility, and taught to all the higher class. I suspected Alexandra requested it.
I sidestepped on the cobblestone, extending my arms to a non-existent dance partner. I twirled, stepped back, and closed my eyes. The sound of the song brought me back to the castle, Donovan and I learning the moves to the dance under the watchful instruction of a woman playing harpsichord. I was at a royal ball on a smooth marble floor, moving swiftly with Varrick, the man not even looking at me. He might have been doing it out of purpose, but I was enjoying it. I was passed to Lafayette’s hands, white gloves to match a white suit. He looked at me perhaps a bit too much, making me unconformable, my awkwardness quelled in the name of professionalism.
I jumped, eyes flying open as two hands actually wrapped around mine. I looked up at the white mask, the seemingly empty black eyes inches from mine. While I had frozen in my steps, the Journeyer kept hold of my hands, continuing to do the routine of the ballad. I looked slowly at its gloved hands on mine
“What are you doing?” I was still, confused.
“What are you doing?” it mocked like the last time.
“Trying to make any sense of you,” I stepped into the dance with it, its dark clothes rippling out around us.
We moved, not quite awkward, but still in a strange sort of silence.
“Who are you?” I peered into the slits of its mask as if I could tell.
“Who?” It mused in its rasp of a whisper.
“Are you doing an owl thing, or mocking me, or both?” I let it dip me where called for in the song.
It shrugged.
“Or is it ‘what’ are you?” I said slowly, watching the inhuman grace of its movements.
It shrugged again flaring the cloth of its hood, lifted an arm and twirled me.
I tripped as I tried to return to dancing, but it caught me in a dip, holding me there as the song came to a close. It set me back up and I let go of its hands, stepping back.
“I don’t understand you at all. Why’d you dance with me?” I asked.
It dropped its hands to its sides, its cloak falling over its form, making it look armless again, “Because I wanted to,” its head swiveled towards the town, “And you looked lonely.”
“I like it when you give me real answers. I bet you’re not going to tell me who or what you are, though, are you?” I prompted.
“I can’t,” it said simply, turning and starting to walk up the road.
“Of course you can’t,” I followed it, the bard singing low and sorrowful distantly.
I caught up with the Journeyer, its predator litheness almost catlike. It took me through the city and eventually back up to the empty guard tower, the door waving open in the wind to reveal its raided interior. The Journeyer sit with its mask facing upward, looking at the flag.
I followed its gaze, then looked back at it. It was taller than me, especially with the sloping points on its head.
“Do you have horns?” I asked, both out of teasing and genuine curiousness.
“No,” it said simply.
“That was a quick denial. Maybe if you showed me your face I would believe you,” I gave a sly grin.
I could feel the narrowed eyes as it slowly turned back to look at me.
We sit in silence for a moment, leaving me deep in thought.
“When you left me last time,” I paused, “You told me not to trust Icarus. Why?” I watched the mask, trying to discern its emotions.
It stiffened as I uttered Icarus’s name, then looked me in the eye, the feeling of its gaze an intimidating intensity.
“Because your father killed him,” it said gradually, deliberately.
I stopped, “My-my father? Leopold?”
It started shaking its head, “No, your real-”
I heard my name called from down the street and I turned, hearing first Joseph and then Alexandra.
I turned back. Of course it was gone.
“No! No! Come back! Who’s my real father!?” I yelled out into the darkness, “Why did he kill Icarus!?”
Joseph entered the area, a slight swagger to his footsteps, Alexandra on his arm.
“Who are you yelling at?” he gave me a concerned expression, “Did you just say something about your father?”
“The Journeyer,” I said frustratedly, “told me my father killed Icarus. And not to trust him.”
“How much cider did you have?” Joseph asked.
“She’s not seeing things, it killed two men and distracted Maul before,” Alexandra defended me.
“Okay, what about the angel?” Joseph put a hand on his hip.
Alexandra looked to me.
“Well considering he’s apparently dead, I find it sensible that he appears in dreams,” I said.
“Oh, yes, that’s completely reassuring,” Joseph made motions in the air.
“He’s helped up to this point,” I said stubbornly.
“So you’re being guided by a dead man and stalked by an owl demon, great,” Joseph pursed his lips.
I looked off into the darkness, searching for a heart-shaped mask, “That about sums it up.”  


 




Chapter 15- And Consumed by the Jealously of Entitlement
I spent the next week and a half attempting to assist the citizens of Voltaren, and succeeding in various degrees.
I worked at the re-opened bakery for a while, rolling pie crusts till my arms hurt. I helped the seamstress make dresses and the butcher cut meat to send off to the tavern and other establishments.
There was also several things I was much less successful at. After seeing my glamorous swords, I went to Voltaren’s blacksmith to work metal. While he was far less skilled than Maul’s smith, I don’t think anyone could have helped me with the twisted scrap of steel I had once intended to be a sword.
I also went to Winsland, the cane farmer, thinking I could help him and his blind grandson. I ended the first day covered in molasses, and the second day discovering that I was as unwieldy with a scythe as I was with a smithing hammer.
Realizing I was doing more harm than good there, I didn’t go back after that.
I had just finished a quest with a local group of farmers, finding a lost bull that had wandered into the woods. Ram proved himself much more versatile than a horse, able to run much faster than one, and effortlessly jump fences.
I re-entered Voltaren, waving to the people in the square as I rode through. I left Ram at the stables, making sure no one followed me to the Library of Souls.
I crossed the space with the owl statue, the dogs escorting me to Neve. She had folded a plethora of paper cranes, Serif sitting on the ground and stringing them onto threads.
“What are you doing?” I inquired.
“Making enough cranes to get a wish,” she said.
“Wish for a gryphon,” Serif inputted.
“No,” Neve said simply, “It only works if it’s something small.”
“Is Joseph still here?” I asked.
She picked up the nearest piece of paper, “Yes,” she looked at a dog, “take her to him.”
I followed the collie through the maze of the library, the dog taking me into a room where Joseph sit on a couch reading an old leather-bound book.
“Oh, Atlas, good, you’re back. Did you find the cow?” he looked up.
“Yes,” I nodded.
“Do you mind to go get Alexandra? She’s been in the Rook for a while, she found some book on translating the prophecy script,” Joseph asked me.
“Yes, I will. I’m anxious to see what she’s discovered,” I leaned against a shelf.
Considering I was the only one that could use the statues for transport, I was the only one that could take Joseph and Alexandra back and forth.
“Thanks. And, oh, get this, I’ve been reading up on Panstalkers,” he held up his book, “And it says the only cure is true love’s kiss. Isn’t that cliché?” He laughed, “You don’t think Alexandra would happen to know anything about that?”
“I think I’ll leave that teasing to you,” I smirked, “But I think you should at least be thankful if that’s the case.”
He grinned, returning back to his book.
I pushed off the shelf and walked back to the statue, worrying about getting lost but the dogs came to guide me. They anxiously watched me as I touched the statue. I supposed they liked watching me disappear.
I steadied myself on one of the chairs at the table, Alexandra’s head popping out of the map-room doors with the sound of my footsteps.
“Morning, Atlas,” she blew a hair out of her face, “So I’ve been working on translating the books in the Journeyer script,” she pointed to the last painting of the Journeyer holding up the prophecy tapestry, “And the guide I found works to a certain degree because it shows how to translate the letters into Common, but so far I’ve only found one book in that script that’s actually written in common, so I’ll have to figure out how to translate the actual language.”
“So what have you found out so far?” I asked, walking into the room with her.
“Well the book I’m reading is fairly useless, considering that it’s a poetry book. But there’s one poem condemning the practices of the Order of Ouroboros, and another praising the Journeyer robes for their ability to make a person preform spectacular feats like running extremely fast and jumping to incredible heights,” she pushed her glasses up her nose.
I thought for a moment, “I’ve witnessed that. So it is the cloak, not the person. Fascinating.”
She nodded, “The rest of it is fairly well-written poetry, but useless to us. Oh, yes, and one mentions the fear of the west,” she walked into the doorway, pointing to one of the paintings and froze.
“Atlas,” she brought a hand to her heart.
“What?” I ran to her quickly, looking around her shoulder.
The Journeyer stood, legs splayed, frozen, with its eyes on us.
“Ha!” I startled it and Alexandra, “You see it too!”
“Why is it here!?” She exclaimed.
With her shout it crashed into the table, knocking a chair over before jumping up into the thick beams of the rafters.
I couldn’t help but to start laughing, the sight of the graceful thing flustered and panicking hilarious.
“Atlas!” Alexandra ran into the room, the Journeyer shuffling around wildly above her, “What do we do?! This is worse than the pigeon!”
“Throw your book at it,” I suggested.
It was mostly my sarcasm speaking, so I was startled when she actually did it.
The Journeyer gave a quiet yelp of surprise as the book hit it, bounced off and landed pages spread on the table below.
Alexandra jumped back with a scream as the Journeyer hit the table, jumped off, and went flying into the room that held the bedchambers. I took off after it, Alexandra shouting behind me.
The Journeyer ran into the sitting area, bounced off the wall and soared silently into the kitchen. I barely caught sight of it as it ran into the map room. Alexandra screamed again as it ran into the space, and froze, looking at her form between it and the map.
“Don’t let it touch the map!” I yelled, “Catch it!”
“Catch it?!” Alexandra shouted, the Journeyer dodging me and running at the map.
“It owes me some answers!” I grabbed for it again, and it faltered.
I got my hands around its torso as it touched the map. Both of us fell, with me landing on top of it. I stopped. We were in an abandoned courtyard, ivy winding over the place and the crumbling buildings around us. The owl statue was so overgrown it was almost unrecognizable
Through the dilapidated building beside us I caught a glance of a familiar place. I gasped, the castle spires winding up into a clear sky.
I grabbed the Journeyer’s shoulders, “We’re in Forscythe!?”
Silent, it slowly reached backwards, hand eventually touching the statue.
We came crashing down beside the table. The Journeyer wriggled free of my grip, bounded over the table and disappeared into the map room.
It was gone by the time I reached the doorway.
“Where did it go?” I ran up to the map.
Alexandra was breathing heavily, “It looked like it went to the library.”
“Not Forscythe?” I stopped, panting similarly.
“No, why would you think that?” She scrunched her eyebrows.
“Because that’s where it took me,” I regarded the owl statue in the lower parts of the capital, aware that I could now use it.
“Why did it take you there?” She looked at me.
“I don’t know,” I glanced back and the painting room, “I wonder how long it’s been using this.”
“With as silent as it is, it could have been sneaking right under our noses,” she crossed her arms.
I grabbed her shoulder, “C’mon, let’s go see Joseph.”
“I can see why you’re frustrated at him not believing you,” Alexandra said, and we came to a halt in the library, Neve’s dogs still watching expectantly.
Joseph was waiting along with them, and as I opened my mouth to tell him of our encounter, he started speaking.
“There are soldiers from the east here to see you,” Joseph said.
“Varrick’s soldiers?” I asked nervously.
“Not from what Neve said,” Joseph shrugged, “Or what her dog said, I should say.”
“Alright,” I made sure the strap of my swords was tight, and started to follow him out, “Let’s go.”
Alexandra turned to go back into the library, “I suppose it goes without saying to be careful.”
“Like always, Alex,” Joseph waved as we exited.
Joseph and I walked down through the city at a brisk pace, watching a crowd of people gathered around two men. We paused when we got to the square, watching to try to discern what was happening.
I caught a few glimpses of the newcomers, younger men in ragged soldier uniforms, the wolf on their breastplates so dented and scratched it was almost undiscernible. The horses the stable master led away looked similarly battle worn.
Joseph turned to the nearest man, “Who are they?” he asked.
The man turned, “They are the drafted sons of some of our men,” he pointed to two weeping older men embracing the soldiers.
“Why are they here?” Joseph asked.
“They come from the Shadow Fort, to the east of here, in the Witchwood swamps,” the man informed, “They caught the men we ran from the city. They came to see if their hometown was truly free,” he motioned to me, “and they wanted to meet whoever freed it. They are working with a man named Legion, who is leading a revolution.”
Joseph looked at the soldiers, stroking his beard, “You say they come from the Shadow Fort, who did they serve under?”
“General Hale,” the man answered, then turned away, talking to the boy beside him.
“I know General Hale,” Joseph told me, continuing to scratch his chin, “He’s an old friend.”
“That’s good,” I said, “That could work in our favor.”
Joseph nodded.
I heard my name somewhere in the crowd, it was then repeated several times, the heads of those present turning towards us.
One of the soldiers stepped forward, “So you are Atlas, the warrior princess with a giant rooster?”
“My reputation is accurate,” I gave a crooked grin.
“I thank you for freeing my people,” he extended his hand.
I shook it, “Your people freed themselves.”
The people around us smiled.
“My name is Finn,” he gave a slight bow after shaking my hand, “I serve at the Shadow Fort under General Hale.”
“So I have heard,” I said, “Please tell me who this ‘Legion’ is that I’ve heard about as well,” I prompted.
“He is anxious to meet you after what we’ve heard from the captured guards. He is a fellow forerunner of the revolution. He is an adept leader, and a skilled warrior. He has plans to topple Varrick, and kill Lafayette. He is in league with an equally clever woman named Monica, and means to place her on the throne after our current king falls,” Finn explained.
A pang ran through me, almost jealously, but I had no right to such emotions. I was not entitled to the throne, nor had I ever been, I was again a false heir. Being nominated by a Forsaken and a bandit didn’t change that.
“I’m very anxious to meet them both,” I said with a smile.
“Excellent,” he gave a similar grin, “The General needs your assistance as well, with your experience with the fantastical. Would you be ready to depart in the morrow, or will you need more time?” he asked.
I looked back at Joseph.
“We could be ready,” he nodded, “But what are you talking about referring to our experience?”
“We heard that you slayed a shadow monster?” Finn asked.
“Supposedly,” Joseph said through his moustache.
“Between that and the giant bird, your knowledge would be helpful,” Finn said.
“With what?” I glanced back at Joseph.
Finn shifted, “It’s hard to explain, you’ll have to see when you get there.”
“Let me guess, it’s deadly?” Joseph muttered.
“You’ll be fine as long as you’re not in the swamp at night,” Finn assured, “Will you go?”
I looked at Joseph.
He shrugged, sighing, “I’m ready when you are.”
I nodded back at Finn, he imitated the motion.
“We will depart eastward at noon, then, meet at the stables,” he turned back, starting to discuss with the crowd which Voltaren men would accompany us.
I looked back at Joseph.
“Here we go again,” he gave a long-winded sigh.


 




Chapter 16- We Wade Through the Mysteries of another Age
I opened my eyes to a balcony overlooking a magnificent city of guided roofs and shining marble arches, colorfully dressed people mingling through the streets below.
“Hello, Atlas.” Icarus was lounged at my side, wings splayed and a tray of fruit at his side.
“Icarus,” I watched the city, eyes trained on a group of children winding ribbon around a pole, “Long time, no see.”
He shrugged nonchalantly, “You were doing fine on your own.”
I squinted at the people. Some would vanish, others would repeat the same motion over and over again. The outer edges of the city were blurry, as if out of focus.
“Where are we?” I turned to Icarus.
“A memory,” he rolled a grape around in his fingers and ate it, “A distant reminisce of my home.”
Plants harmonized with mankind’s work, the palace around us covered in luscious gardens, as beautifully cultivated as the stonework. The actual structure behind us appeared to be made of gold, almost blinding in the sunlight.
“Where?” I leaned on the rail, a breeze trailing through, “Where was your kingdom located?”
He made a motion with his palm flat in the air, “To the Southwest of Viafinis. Its actual name is irrelevant. History, no legends call it Atlantis. It seems to be popular belief that it sunk into the Ocean. Ironic, considering that it was burned to the ground,” he ate another grape, “It was the last city of magic.”
He stood and pointed to a courtyard below, where men rode several different giant animals: large stags, a lion, a wolf, and even a rabbit.
“Your rooster is one of such animals. Enchanted to be mounts that could outmatch any horse. My cavalry dominated the ground with ancient enchantments and my uncle’s inventions, and I the sky,” he motioned upwards, then to the river and bay at the back of the city, “And Nemo and his machine ruled the waters.”
“It-It burned? What happened?” I looked at him.
His hands curled into fist, face lost in the shadow of his helm, “It was taken from me.”
I turned to him quickly, but chose my words carefully, “The Journeyer,” I paused as he stiffened, “Said my father . . . killed you.”
Icarus faltered, “He did far more than that.”
The city before us was consumed in smoke, the magnificent buildings flaring out the red glow of the fires. The peoples’ screams rose from the streets below. Gunshots and cannon-fire crashed to the sound of collapsing structures. The smoke rose and swirled, consumed the entire city.
I put my arms over my face, the smoke rising and clearing away as I opened my eyes again. Only the castle remained, a piece of altered reality. The city below was in ruins, the metal roofs twisted and melted over the scarce remains of the buildings. No movement could be seen except for the circling patches of ash.
I gripped the balcony, “He-he was the one that burned the city?”
Icarus nodded slowly, waving his hand out.
The ashen remnants turned into a forest, only a few pieces of crumbling stone in the undergrowth the only sign that there was ever anything there.
“Why? Why would he do that?” I asked.
“You ask such questions about a man that lives with nothing but a desire to destroy. He let one of his children be thrown in a gutter and keeps the other to mock him as his manservant,” Icarus put his head in his hand, wings slumped behind him, gazing down pitifully at the wilderness.
“I- I have a brother?” my eyes widened, “Did you just say I have a brother?”
“All answers will come in time,” Icarus said in his mystic voice.
“No! Don’t do that to me! Tell me!” I balled my hands into fists.
He looked away from me, off into the distance. I wasn’t going to get an answer out of him.
“No, no, wait,” I backed up, “Those are Shar Oaks, they take centuries to grow,” I pointed to the aforementioned trees.
“Indeed, the same time it takes for something to be forgotten or dismissed as legend,” Icarus drummed his fingers on his helm.
“No. If this all happened centuries ago, the man you are speaking of cannot be my father. You are lying to me,” I waited expectantly.
“That’s the hardest part to explain,” he shifted.
“Why don’t you try?” I was growing more irritated by the second.
He looked down, then flinched, “I know, I’m working on it, I got distracted!”
It took a moment to realize he wasn’t talking to me.
He twitched again, crying out, his wings jerking and twisting.
“Who are you talking to?” I took a step back.
Icarus started yelling, but it drowned to nothing as the woods below shattered, our balcony disappeared. The breath was almost knocked out of me as I hit greyed stone, darkness around me. I gasped, gripping my shoulder and writhing.
I looked sideways, blue flame burning on roots, and everything descended into a chaos.
A dragon crashed through burning branches, fire flaring over explosions and splintered wood and rubble. All throughout the cavern things busted and flared, a chorus of roars drowning out everything else.
Dragons. It was a hoard of dragons.
It was a mess of rage and wings and claws. Blistering blue fire rocketed through the air, and my scream was lost somewhere in it. Shrapnel flew through me like I was a ghost, but I still scrambled back, trying to grasp the whole scene.
A movement caught my eye to my side. A man ran down the platform of stone to my right, nothing but his silhouette visible in the madness. The pistols he wielded shot blue glowing bullets into the flames, striking down one of the beasts.
A dragon crashed down beside me, fire dripping from its maw, wings impaled on the shattered braches. I could swear its eyes locked on me as the light flicked and died within them.
The man to my right dropped his guns, jumping and drawing swords of Moontear, the blades immediately swept from his hands, impaled in the neck of one of the great thrashing wyrms. A dragon twisted down and spewed flames over his form, nothing but a smoldering mark on the stone where he’d stood.
There was silence for a moment, the flickering flames and my labored breathing the only sound. I looked up slowly. The cavern above was filled with branches stretching off into an infinite darkness, attached to a trunk the size of a kingdom. Seemingly hundreds of pairs of slitted violet eyes gazed downward.
Where had I seen this place? One of the Icarus dreams?
Ashes swirled around the scorch mark, reassuming the form of a man’s body. The dragons screamed as he ran forward and picked up one of his blades, running for the beast that had incinerated him. Hysteria reined again, the dragons slithering wildly through the branches.
“NO,” a voice commanded over it all, primarily male, but with the echo of an army behind it.
The scene shifted, and morphed into a familiar camp, a regular colored bonfire before me. I looked around, men seated on the benches around it. There were no recognizable faces, only glassy eyes and impassive features.
I looked down, a feeble pair of rusted sword in my hands. I glanced around again, brands exposed on a few bare chests, an ugly glaring scar. The Journeyer sit impassively in a tree above. I could not feel its gaze like usual.
I look a look back, Icarus now on the other side of the fire.
He transformed into Maul, his red hair flashing in the firelight. His face twisted into a demented grin and he stepped forward, picking up the bladed mace.
“No, wait!” I held up the swords in front of me.
He rose the mace, and swung. It crashed directly through my blades, coming down and-
I woke up with a scream, Alexandra bursting in seconds later.
“Are you alright?” she jerked the cover off and looked me over.
“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” I insisted, “Just a nightmare”
I pulled my hair from my face, in a cold sweat.
She put her hands on her hips, I couldn’t deceive her, “About what?”
“Maul’s camp,” I said, a partial truth, “Except I lost.”
“So I heard,” she narrowed her eyes, “Anything else?”
I shook my head, “Not really.”
I didn’t have her fully convinced, but it would do for now.
She helped me finish packing, not taking much besides the essentials, Joseph carried the rest. We were provided other rations by the people of Voltaren, and those fit in our saddlebags.
Alexandra also carefully mapped out each of the statues on our path, and Joseph and I were left musing over excuses to go to them. We had a sentimental parting, and then left the Library of Souls to join the questing group.
Our company included the two soldiers from before, an assorted group of Voltaren men and women that could spare horses, and a covered cart intended for the purpose of hiding Ram if needed along the route. The townspeople gathered to watch us go, people of every age giving us a hero’s farewell.
The girls from before presented me with a new flower crown, Winsland gave us sugar candies, and the tailor gifted us all gloves and hats for the passage through the mountains. I kept my cloak pinned in the front to hide the rooster on my chest.
We had scarcely made it out of Voltaren when Joseph pointed out a large bird on the horizon.
One of the men in the front handed me back a scope and I watched, confirming that it was a raven.
“Should we shoot it?” Finn asked.
The man across from him untied his bow.
I looked through the scope again, the bird a mess of feathers, its flight labored and erratic, “It doesn’t look like it’ll make it much further, shot or not,” I raised an eyebrow.

I passed the scope up and let them pass it around.
“Wait,” Finn told the archer, “Let’s see if it goes to Voltaren.”
“That has to be its course,” I said, “It would have already gone northward if it were headed for Rayvock or some other settlement.”
We continued to move at a leisure pace, watching it come.
“Shoot it,” Finn said, “I want to know what it says and if it’s important someone can run back into town and carry on the message.”
The archer drew and fired, missing the bird by several feet. The raven flew a bit further then froze midair, plummeting like a stone. The archer relaxed his bow and we moved aside as the bird smashed into the ground with a sickening crack of its bones and a cloud of dust.
Joseph made a disgusted face, dismounting his horse, “Did Varrick threaten to execute it if it didn’t deliver as fast as he wanted?”
I gave a dry laugh.
He grabbed the raven’s wing, attempting to pull it over. Its feathers ripped free as he tried to move it.
Joseph looked disturbed, “It’s like it’s been dead for a while,” he grabbed its body and flipped it over, “It’s coming apart like its decaying.”
Several of the people in the group shared troubled looks.
“A dead rotting raven, that’s a great omen,” I muttered sarcastically.
Joseph looked up at me, “The letter is addressed to you,” he pointed to the bands on the bird’s legs.
I dismounted Ram, walking over and pulling the letter from it’s sheathe.
My name was inscribed sideways in a handwriting I did not recognize.
I unrolled the small piece of parchment.
Two simple words.
Go West.
Joseph scoffed, “Go west? What? You would think Varrick would want you to come towards him not away if he wants you back so badly.” 
I looked up slowly, “I don’t think-”
I was cut off by Finn asking what it said, and Joseph answering him. They passed it on down the group, and confused discussion about the meaning of it started bumbling up.
“I don’t think Varrick sent this to me,” I whispered to no one but myself, and image flashing back of a painting of people walking up to dragons in a massive tree, holding such letters.
I chilled as I looked into the hollow eyes of the dead raven.

As much progress as we’d made, it didn’t seem like we’d gone all that far. Voltaren and its familiar fields had disappeared behind us, and the mountains in front of us continued to dominate the skyline but didn’t seem to get any closer.
The sun began to sit to our west, our group stopping at a farmhouse, the owner of which being an acquaintance of a couple in the group. We set up our bedrolls in the barn, lit a fire and sit around it eating and recounting stories we knew or had heard.
Swoot was the name of our cook, a sarcastic but humorous woman that looked a lot younger than she actually was. She kept spices in immaculate jars, and kept her head wrapped around our funds and rations without ever touching paper and ink. She told a story of vampires and a girl that slayed them.
Next to speak was an alchemist named Mond, who seemed to know the name of every plant and animal we encountered, and a plethora of information about such. He spun a tale about an ancient civilization that forged blades out of meteorites and clothes from gold.
Gertrude, the elderly woman, told a rather racy story about a miller and a baker trying to win the affection of a young lady. Daniel and Lakin, brother and sister, told a calmer and more amusing tale about a man that tried to work for two lords without the other knowing.
The cycle was broken by everyone stopping to watch the train roll by a couple fields away. After that no one else was brave enough to break the mass silence, so we quieted down into more private conversations.
“What’s bothering you, Atlas?” Joseph asked.
“Nothing,” I lied nonchalantly
I wanted to say the possibility that I had a brother. Or a murderous father that was centuries old for some reason. Or a note from a dead raven. But I didn’t.
I almost fooled him. I didn’t, however.
He gave me a skeptical look, “Really?” He prompted
“Really,” I said insistently.
“Fine,” he laid down, “You can tell me in the morning.”
He yawned once, and was soon snoring like several others in the circle.
I laid down. I sit still listening to everyone’s breathing and the various farm animals for a while, tossing and turning. I was weary, but I could not sleep.  
I slipped out of my bedroll and walked out into the fresh night air. Alone in the still courtyard, I pulled the note out of my pocket. I looked at its two simple words, compelled by them for reasons I did not understand.
I looked back at Joseph.
But I listened to the letter. I started walking west, following a cattle trail that led through the woods. I did not intend to go far, I just had to try to shake the feeling of obligation.
I walked out into a moonlit glade and froze. Toadstools rimmed the edge of the clearing and in the very center was an intricate stone door. I looked at it, walking the circumference of the glade. It was simply a freestanding door, purposeless in design.
It was eerily still and silent, the crickets had stopped chirping, the wind did not blow.
I stepped forward over the toadstools, my foot sinking into the perfect grass on the other side. I immediately felt cold, somewhat fearful.
I almost went back. I walked slowly across the clearing, standing a couple steps away from the door.
Eyes locked on the black knob, I started to raise my hand, fingers inches from it.
“No!” the rasp of a voice screeched.
I whirled, the Journeyer at the rim of the toadstools, hands up and pressed to an invisible barrier.
“Don’t,” it pleaded, pressing its mask to the non-existent wall.
I raised an eyebrow, “Why should I listen to you?”
“Please,” its whisper begged.
“Why?” I said.
“It is an evil place,” its fingers curled in desperation.
I was fearful now, I had no intention of going in the door, but I did have a leverage on the Journeyer.
“Tell me who my father is,” I demanded, hand reaching backwards.
“No! Don’t! I can’t!” it pounded on the barrier,
“How convenient for you,” I narrowed my eyes, hand edging towards the knob.
“No!” it threw its whole body against the invisible barricade, “Please, anything else.”
“Who are you?” I challenged, “Take off the mask.”
There was a moment of tense silence.
“You don’t really want that,” it said quietly.
“Yes, I do,” I asserted.
It stepped back, drawing a hand up slowly to its face.
In my fascination with the moment, I forgot that my hand was still moving.
My fingers touched the knob, and I was instantly seized with a desire to open it. Not able to control my limbs, I turned, hand seizing the knob, the metal cold as ice. I turned it.
Someone started shrieking, an old woman’s voice, mixed with the wails of the Journeyer.
“Atlas!” Joseph called up the woods.
I snapped out of the trance, letting go of the knob. I stepped back as the door slammed shut.
“Atlas!” Joseph bellowed again.
I turned. The Journeyer was gone. I looked at the door, chilled, but the desire to open it still struggled inside of me.
I ran out of the clearing, turning back once I jumped the toadstools.
There was no glade, no door, only thick undergrowth and the trees of the woods.
I stepped back, trembling.
A thief’s lantern sliced through the trees, Joseph crashing out beside me.
“Atlas,” he grabbed my shoulders, “Why did you wander off?” and then seeing my condition, “What’s wrong with you!? What happened?”
I stammered.
“What, Atlas!?”
I regained my composer, “A bear, I saw a bear.”
“You can’t just run off like that, Atlas,” he embraced me, swinging his lantern around the woods, “We need to get you a gun. I don’t know how well you could fend off something like a bear with swords.”
I nodded, shivering.
“You need to get back to camp,” he pulled off his cloak and swung it around my shoulders, the thing dragging the ground with my height, “I don’t know how you got this far anyway.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
He gave me a quizzical expression, taking me to the edge of the woods. The farmhouse looked leagues away. I had not walked this far.
Joseph took a glance at my surprised expression, “You are definitely going to speak with me in the morning.


 




Chapter 17- Surrounded by the Misunderstandings of Our Rage
Varrick paced absentmindedly, cape flowing around him. He took a glance at the clock tower, the hands seemingly froze. He grumbled, his stalling was doing no good. Defeated, he turned and walked down the steps to the war-room.
He paced in front of the doors for a little bit, then his curiosity overwhelmed him. He turned one of the knobs, sticking his head in the room. He seriously considered turning back, but he knew how cowardly that would be.
James looked up with a glare, alone at the far end of the table. He held a pen over a records book, orange hair swept back and a dark coat pressed over his shoulders.
Why was Lafayette not here yet?
Varrick walked forward with his legs as stiff as boards, robotically sitting down.
On the other side of the table, James slammed his book to a close, a fake pleasant smile on his face. The two men sit in silence for a while, the awkwardness between their gazes hanging painfully in the air.
Varrick stared directly into his multicolored eyes, the image of them bringing him back to the light dying in similar ones.
He flinched, startling James slightly, then looked back up.
“Where is your father?” Varrick enunciated clearly so the boy could read his lips.
James, stone-faced, started signing,
“No, no!” Varrick held his hands up, “You know I don’t understand that.”
James frowned, “A leader should understand all the voices of the people,” he spoke with an unused voice, a raspy whisper with an odd twinge, “Does good to hear what someone is saying,” he gave a sly smirk.
Varrick sighed, “Where is your father?” he said clearly, but not with much audibility, considering that aspect was irrelevant.
“Don’t say that loudly,” he made small signs as he spoke.
“I didn’t,” Varrick gritted through his teeth.
James stopped, glared at him, “Do well to remind yourself that to the world I am simply Lafayette’s humble crippled servant.”
“No one can hear us here,” Varrick crossed his arms.
“Oh, good, have you heard about the new pistol Lafayette is testing, along with the airp-”
Varrick waved his arms, “We do not discuss such things here.”
James frowned “Oh, so no one can hear us when it affects me, but when it affects you-”
“No, no, there is just an oath concerning that,” Varrick said.
“Sure there is,” James clasped his hands in front of him.
Varrick groaned, rubbing his temples, “Where is your father?”
“Where is my sister?” James did not skip a beat.
Varrick stiffened, “You cannot compare those two inquires to each other.”
“No,” James scowled, “You can’t. I am not my father’s keeper, but you were hers.”
Varrick gritted his teeth, the two men glaring at each other.
Varrick breathed deeply, removing the crown from his head, and running a hand through his hair.
He looked up, “Why do you hate me?”
“Because you’re a tyrannical asshole,” James said simply.
Varrick snorted, not able to help it, then started laughing. James’s false smile turned into a genuine one.
“Alright, alright, fine. I appreciate your honesty,” Varrick stood, pushing his chair out, “I do not want these tensions between us, and I know you don’t either. Come for a walk with me, and let’s have an actual discussion instead of this mudslinging.”
James narrowed his eyes, opened his mouth, and then shut it defeatedly, casting his eyes downward with his expression softening.
“Fine enough,” he stood and stretched, “This whole castle makes me feel constrained anyway.”
Varrick nodded, relieved, and opened the door so the two of them could exit. He led James through the halls and out into the gardens. The night was crisp and cold, the moon was barely more than half full, highlighting everything in a white sliver of light.
A guard patrol walked by and saluted Varrick, and he acknowledged with a nod. 
“I’m sure the great king doesn’t want advice from a deaf ginger, but-” James began, waiting to see if Varrick had a response.
“I need to hear the voices of all my people,” Varrick smiled as James rolled his eyes.
He continued, “Leadership,” he signed as he spoke, “Leadership is a healthy balance of love and fear. Tip the scale too far either way . . . and you lose the privilege of ruling,” his whisper faded off.
Varrick looked around, making sure the Guild knights were out of range.
He spoke, not making any sound but just moving his lips, “Only in an ideal situation. Only when the people understand your purpose. And when they don’t . . . there can be no such balance.”
James stopped, leaning on the base of a statue, “Then tell them.”
Varrick shook his head rapidly, “No, we’ve passed that point. They would think me utterly mad, and if by some far-fetched chance they believed what I was waging this war for,” Varrick’s eyes were lost, he shuddered slightly, “It would be mass hysteria. Hell. Anarchy.”
They continued to walk, James nodding grimly.
“Perhaps they’d support you,” James offered.
“No,” Varrick said, “You cannot challenge the comfort of reality.”
James watched his feet, “I suppose I have not fully grasped the stress of the situation you are in.”
“It is simply a consequence of my circumstances,” Varrick climbed the steps to the wall, stopping to gaze out at the sea.
The flat horizon was only broken by a lone ship gliding out from under the castle, its course angling westward. The vessel was a slick thing, swooping masts overshadowing a thin craft. It was an Icarus Industries Dragon, truly a predator on the water and another cruel child of the war.
James leaned on the wall, eyes on the ship, “It came from Moontear Mines, didn’t it?”
“Yes,” Varrick stood beside him, hands folded behind his back, “It’s off to Lafayette’s weapon yards I suppose.”
James nodded.
“Have you seen them?” Varrick asked, “The ships, the guns, all of it? He sent me photos, but they are of poor quality, as to be expected.”
“Yes,” James confirmed, “It’s frighteningly magnificent.”
“Do we stand a chance?” Varrick asked.
James shrugged.
Varrick sighed.
Both of them stopped, listening to a ragged cawing on the wind. A raven came barreling out of the darkness, running full force into Varrick’s chest. He yelped, stepping back as the bird screeched and filled the air with feathers, claws skittering across his breastplate.
James chuckled, putting his arm out to give the panicking raven somewhere to land.
“Do they usually behave this wildly, Varrick?” He watched the bird pant wildly, eyes darting around.
It cawed and shrieked, hopping and holding its foot up to Varrick.
“No,” Varrick brushed himself of, eyes catching the Guild knights that had drawn close with the commotion, “They don’t.”
James took the rolled paper from the band on the bird’s leg.
Eyes combing the slip of parchment, he started to read out loud, eyebrows scrunched and concerned “Dear, Varrick. Offer all your tarnished gold, but it makes no difference. Your fortress build on the bones of the innocent crumbles before the masses, and your control wanes. As an example of such,” his already strained voice broke, his hands trembling wildly, “We’ve killed-” the letter crumbled at his fingers, his whole form shaking.
“We’ve killed who!? What does it say, James!?” Varrick demanded, reached for the paper.
“Bastard!” James swung, his fist slamming into the center of Varrick’s face, sending him stumbling backwards.
The raven took off screaming, circling them.
His back collided with the wall with a clang of his breastplate, blood spurting from his nose.
James drew his arm back again. Varrick kicked his shin, sending the boy to the ground. James scrabbled on top of him, clawing and screaming.
The knights were upon them, seizing the raving form of James. They drug him backwards, his teeth gnashing and feet flaying.
His voice peaked and fell away into a shrieking whisper, flinging the paper at Varrick, “It’s your fault! This is your fault you son of a-”
One of the knights smacked him on the side of the head, “Silence!”
Varrick brought a hand up to his nose, shocked and confused, blood dripping down his chin and across his chest. The knights dragged James down the stairs, the boy turning and spitting blood in one of their faces, to which they responded by hitting him again.
A guard ran up and offered Varrick his hand. He refused, standing on his own, freezing in James’s gaze as he was hauled away.
“Are you alright, Your Majesty?” the guard asked.
“I’m- I’m fine,” Varrick said dismissively.
“Would you like me to escort you to the infirmary?” the guard said.
“No, return to your post,” Varrick commanded.
“Yes, Sir,” the guard saluted, and turned back to his patrol. 
Varrick bent down and picked up the crumpled letter. His hands shook just as James’s had, and he stepped back, a hand over his mouth. At the bottom was a strand of bloodied blonde hair and the cap off the end of one of Joseph’s swords.
He collapsed, the guard running back to him.


 




Chapter 18- Swallowing Pride with the Poison of Acceptance
The rest of the trek towards the Witchwood was fairly uneventful, if not a bit dull. I confessed to my experience with the door to Joseph, but not my dream.
He believed me about the door, but I still thought he was convinced that I was hallucinating parts of it. He accepted that I saw such things, he just thought it was only me that could perceive such things, the Journeyer being the main point in question, who continued to appear on the horizon and the edge of the woods throughout our travels.
He informed me, however, that if I listened to the letter again he would tie me to his saddle and carry me like a bandit agent.
Our modest group made the march in about a couple weeks, we numbered several people, but everyone having a mount helped.
Several times we encountered a guard patrol along the way, Ram and I hiding in the covered wagon. All the patrols but one moved along with Finn’s excuse of us being volunteer soldiers he was escorting to the front. The one that didn’t fully believe him wanted to check the wagon, and with Joseph’s display of the Guild’s lion, they were persuaded not to.
The only major setback we had was when the wagon broke a wheel in the mountain pass, but a local farmer helped repair it, and we were moving again within a day. 
I tried to use a bow, the archer attempting to show me how, but he immediately took it back, confiscating it for ‘the greater good’ of the group. Joseph and a few others practiced sparing with me every night, refreshing me on the basics of wielding an axe, mace, and daggers along with my swords, which I continued to favor.
We visited the three statues along the route, making up the excuse that Joseph needed to go visit old battle sites held sacred to the knights. Riding Ram meant that it didn’t matter if anyone trailed us too, the rooster was swift enough they would never be able to catch us. At each statue I would retrieve Alexandra and we would update her on our progress and the happenings along our way. I pitied her loneliness, but she assured me that she enjoyed the time to read in peace. She made significant progress on the Journeyer language, but hadn’t found out anything that answered our mysteries yet. It was hard to leave her each time and return to the group, especially the last, when I knew we wouldn’t get to another statue unless we went northward to Wolfsden. There was also one to our east, but it was in an unexplored portion of Viafinis’s wilderness, but that was a detour we would probably not risk.
Ram’s speed wasn’t his only virtue. His versatility was present all along the way. While the rest of the group fearfully watch their horses stumbled through the boulders of the mountains, Ram fluttered around and chortled at their lack of success. His limited flight abilities were terrifying when riding him, but useful. With Swoot keeping him far from our rations, he would scavenge for his own food, his diet consisting of foliage and unfortunate small mammals.
Despite Joseph’s protests, I was convinced Ram could understand me. He had quite the entertaining personality as well. He proved that he had a battle prowess, however. A group of wolves started circling camp one night and he decimated them, they stood no chance against the tips of his spurs and the brutal flogging from his wings. After the group witnessed such an event, there was a lot less mockery jabbed at him.
The aches I got from walking and riding slowly but surely started turning into muscle, callouses forming on my hands as well. I felt ages older by the time Mountmend was visible in the distance.
The bulk of the city was high on a plateau, with the rest of the buildings sweeping down into the farmland plains below. The eastern part of the city bordered the Leebay River, where steamboats and sailing ships sit moored to the docks. To our south the grasslands transitioned into the thick foliage of the swamps, the darkness within the forest a daunting challenger.
“You’re not allowed to go into the city,” Joseph slowed his horse back to me from the front, where he’d been conversing with the soldiers, “too conspicuous. Too risky.”
“Is it the fact that I’m the lost princess, or is it the giant rooster?” I asked sarcastically.
Joseph shrugged, “I think it’s a bit of both,” he looked out over the plains, “Even though some of the farmers could have seen Ram already.”
“I anxiously await the rumors,” I said, rubbing my hands together.
Joseph rolled his eyes, “Yes, that’s exactly what we need is more controversy surrounding us. Anyways, we’ll wait south of town with the Voltaren residents. The soldiers will go into town for supplies, and we’ll meet back up to travel to the Shadow Fort. I anxiously awaiting meeting Hale again. He got sent all the way out here after Varrick’s crusades. I wonder why he’s been here for so long, though,” Joseph scratched his beard.
“I anxiously await the opportunity to rest,” I stretched, popping my neck.
Joseph yawned, “As do I.”
A movement caught my eye on the thatch roof of the farmhouse down the hill from us. Ram swiveled his head and hissed, his usual reaction. As to be expected, Joseph had started a conversation with Mond on his other side.
The Journeyer meandered around the roof in a circle, almost mocking me.
“Joseph,” I said in a monotone, not turning away as the Journeyer made its second lap around the roof.
He continued to talk, not hearing me.
“Joseph,” I said in a singsong voice.
“Hm? What? Atlas?” he blurted through the now shagginess of his beard, startling in my direction.
Knowingly, the Journeyer swooped down behind the house and out of view.
“Atlas?” Joseph questioned again.
I grumbled under my breath.
“What?” Joseph almost leaned off his horse.
“The Journeyer,” I motioned lazily in the direction, “Was on the roof of that farmhouse.”
“Sure, sure it was,” Joseph pursed his lips.
“Don’t patronize me, Neve saw it,” I crossed my arms.
He tried to imitate the motion and only succeeded in confusing his horse by tangling the reins.
“Neve also speaks to dogs,” Joseph said indignantly.
“Alexandra saw it!” I threw my hands in the air.
Ram clucked, startled.
“She’s crazy too,” Joseph said.
“I’m going to tell her you said that,” I teased.
“She knows where I stand,” he held his chin up.
Our attention was drawn to the front as the scout came trotting back, accompanied by unfamiliar men. The group drew to a halt as the Finn stopped to meet them. The leader of the newcomers talked to Finn for a bit, then, seeing me- or more appropriately, seeing Ram- spurred his horse to us.
He had rich, dark skin, a smooth square jaw and a slightly crooked nose, a feature you could tell had been broken more than once, and as he drew closer I could see a thin scar on his cheek that went all the way to his ear.
He gave a blinding smile, “Atlas?”
“Atlas,” I confirmed, leaning out to shake his hand.
Ram gave me a sharp look.
“I am Legion, for we are many,” he introduced himself.
“Interesting,” I nodded, “I have been told of you.”
“And I of you, respectively,” He said.
Legion turned to Joseph next.
“I am Joseph. Because my mother liked that name,” he rumbled.
Legion laughed, pulling down his shirt to reveal a brand that looked like it’d been there since the beginning of his life, “We are brothers, Joseph.”
“Then my mother has some explaining to do,” he regarded Legion.
Legion chuckled again, riffling through his saddlebag till he found what he wanted, handing me two letters.
I raised an eyebrow.
Joseph asked what they were.
“The one on top is a bounty note,” I started, reading as I spoke, “A thousand gold a piece for the heads of Maul’s filthy traitors and murders, and fifty-thousand for the body or head of the devil, Maul himself. Requested that the armor with rooster stamps be brought as proof with each head,” I gulped, looking down at what I was wearing.
“What? Why?” Joseph furled his brow.
“Read the other one,” prompted Legion.
“Dear, Varrick. Offer all your tarnished gold, but it makes no difference. Your fortress build on the bones of the innocent crumbles before the masses, and your control wanes. As an example of such,” I paused, “We’ve killed Atlas. Signed, Maul.”
“I didn’t know you were dead,” Joseph scoffed.
“Neither did I,” I raised an eyebrow, “I didn’t know Maul was going to do this. Apparently Varrick believed him.”
“It’s upset him too, my admiration to Maul. You should be thankful. People don’t look for a dead princess, but Maul’s painted a target on his back for every gold seeker in Viafinis,” Legion made a motion around him.
“He’ll like the attention,” I grumbled, “I bet it was Hirsh’s idea.”
“Why does Varrick care so much?” I looked at the ground, “When did that come in?”
“This morning actually. The notice is being sent to every town and requested to be copied and spread,” Legion said.
“Risky of Varrick to send out that ‘kingdom crumbling’ stuff,” Joseph said, deep in thought.
“It makes Maul look like the villain if he can succeed in killing him and his men, but,” Legion grinned, “It’ll look awful when we reveal you alive. We’ll wait till the right moment and make Varrick look a fool for thinking it true.”
“Leader of the revolution indeed,” I said as he finished.
He smiled, “I do consider myself one. Oh, I cannot wait for you to meet Monica. She was raised as a leader, so she’ll make an excellent one. She was born and reared a countess in the Terminus Empire. Her parents were killed as a result of the war, and she came here, seeking to someday avenge what was done to her family.”
“Revenge is not a proper motivator,” Joseph frowned.
“Sadly, it’s an effective one,” Legion did not catch Joseph’s further scowl as he turned to me, “She is waiting at the Shadow Fort to meet you, along with General Hale, who is eager for your assistance.”
“My assistance?” I questioned, “Why?”
“Your experience with the supernatural,” he pointed to Ram, “I’ve heard a story about you slaying a Panstalker and retrieving the Horn of Valor as well.”
“That was him that slayed the Panstalker,” I pointed to Joseph, “But why does he care about that?”
“He needs your help with- It’s- Well, it’s hard to explain- It’s easier to show than tell, and you will see soon enough,” Legion wound his hands nervously around the saddle horn.
Joseph and I shared equally fearful skeptical expressions.
One of the Legion’s men in the front turned, calling out, “Hey, Legion! Look, it’s Lafayette!”
I leaned up on Ram, looking around wildly, believing him, “What?”
Legion rolled his eyes, shaking his head.
“What are they talking about?” I looked to him.
The man that had called out looked back, “Legion thinks it’s his destiny to topple the titan of industry,” he laughed.
“Laugh if you want,” Legion spurred his horse forward, “But no matter how mighty the stag, the hunter always kills him,” Legion looked back at me, “I will see you on the road to the Witchwood.”
Our groups split, the soldiers following Legion and his men towards town.
The Voltaren citizens, I, and Joseph climbed a small hill overlooking the plains. Joseph rested on his bedroll, and I took the saddle off Ram to let him roll around in the grass. I polished the leather absentmindedly, wondering for the hundredth time where the patterned saddle had come from. Icarus’s Empire? It surely couldn’t be that old.
Maybe things from there didn’t age.
Joseph broke me out of my thoughts, “Queen Monica,” he scoffed, “I’d like to see Delilah or Maul’s opinion on that.”
“Let’s not start off with negative opinions,” I said, intensely scrubbing the leather.
“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” Joseph put his hands behind his head, smirking at me.
I looked up, “I hate that you know me so well.”
Joseph looked up at the sky, his voice taking a more serious tone, “Jealousy is a no better motivator than revenge.”
I let out a long sigh, “I know, I know.”
I gazed southward, “What do you think Legion was talking about?”
“Something strange,” Joseph, “If he didn’t care to explain it. My bet is that it’s also dangerous.”
In the next few prevailing moments of silence, Joseph was soon snoring soundly, leaving me alone with my thoughts, watching the group mull about and Ram coat himself in grass.
I stared into the darkness of the forest, trying not to let my imagination concoct something more frightening than what we were going to face. If only I would have known that that wasn’t possible.


 




Chapter 19- Confused by the Dark Devices and Burdened
The canopy above us was thick enough to block out most of the sunlight, the swamp inflicted with a permanent twilight gloom. The horse’s hooves sucked into the muck, even on the road, and tendrils of vines drooped down and occasionally slicked across us like slimy fingers.
Ram was miserable, growling every time he pulled his feet from the mud.
As first we started our march at a casual speed, but the deeper into the gloom we traversed, the faster we went. Legion forced our group on at a brisk pace, his sense of urgency infectious, making the rest of the group move at a hurried trot.
Joseph peered off into the gloom, then looked at me. The further we went into the swamp, the more spooked the horses became, their ears laid flat and the whites of their eyes showing. The feathers on Ram’s neck stood up, his head darting around.
I looked off through the trees, the twisting trunks and the darkness in-between, and immediately faced forward again. The sounds of the swamp were all around us; an owl’s hoot, a frog’s bellow, and the chirping of insects, things that would have not been so strange if I weren’t so paranoid.
I heard Legion yell something about how we should’ve waited till the next day.
Why though?
The already shadowy sky was darkening. He didn’t want to be here at night, and with the briskness of his pace, I didn’t either.
The riders behind the wagon almost crashed into it as it came to a halt in the road, wheels sucking deep into the sludge. Legion wheeled his horse around, holding the reins back to keep it from bolting.
The horses on the wagon strained and whinnied, frantically trying to free themselves and the wagon from the mud. The man who owned the wagon whipped the animals desperately. Everyone’s mounts paced, heads thrown back.
Gertrude’s mare reared, and she held on desperately. Joseph was managing to keep his at bay, looking anxiously at me. Ram was frozen, eyes trained out on the darkness of the woodland.
“Stop!” I heard Legion command the wagon owner, “Leave the wagon! Just take the animals!”
“No!” the wagon owner said, “Just light some lanterns and strap some horses to it! We can pull it out!”
“Leave it!” Legion roared.
All the horses suddenly froze, everyone looking at each other in the silence.
A long warbling wail came from the darkness, an unnatural and frightening cry.

Several horses screamed, two reared, and Gertrude’s bolted into the swamp. It crashed into the water, thrashing, and she managed to steer it back onto the road.
“Go! Follow the road!” Legion pointed her on, and she angled the panicking animal on down the trail, gone with a flying splatter of mud.

The panic drew several with her, the horses pursuing each other.

Legion drew his sword and chopped off part of the horses’ restrains on the wagon. They smashed free from the harnesses, still connected to each other as they flew off down the road.
The wagon owner cried out in protest as Legion grabbed him and pulled him onto his horse, spurring it onwards.
What was left of the group took off after him, muck slinging over us. We rounded the last bend, a square fort visible in what was left of the light. The men at the gate were holding it open only enough to allow us through, immediately slamming it shut as we ran inside. I dismounted beside Joseph, a flurry of activity transpiring around us.
A helmed young soldier grabbed Joseph’s horse, pulling it into a slotted stable that rendered it immobile, corralling it on all sides. He closed a metal door, the horse whinnying and attempting to buck without the space to do so.
The soldier stopped and looked at Ram, “What do I do with him?” he said to himself and me. He sounded no older than a boy.
“Why are you putting the horses up like that?!” I yelled over the other shouts.
Behind me, the soldiers were blindfolding people and sticking plugs in their ears.
“So they don’t hurt themselves!” the soldier shouted back, “They panic!”
“Over what?!” I shouted.
Ram chirped and clucked, shrieking.
“Please, just put him up!” the soldier begged.
I pointed to a stall, and Ram looked at me fearfully, but ran into the box-like corral, turning one last time to cry out as the soldier shut the metal door.
“Jess!” A man in a tattered blue cloak jumped down, “Get them blindfolded!”
“Yes, sir!” the soldier saluted, running to a central box that they were pulling out cloth and pieces of cork for earplugs.
“Hale!” Joseph raised a hand to greet the man.
“Good to see you, Joseph!” he shook his hand hurriedly, “We can have a proper reunion in the morning! Jess will bring you blindfolds and something to plug your ears. Whatever you do don’t take them off till someone comes around in the morning and taps you on the shoulder three times!” he commanded.
“What?” Joseph gave him a look.
I could hear similar instructions all around us.
“I don’t have time to explain, I know it’s confusing. Listen to me, your lives depend on it!” Hale said, rushing to issue orders to the men around.
By the stables, the wagon owner started struggling against Legion.
“No, I won’t put on a bloody blindfold! I’m going to go find my horses!” he jerked out of Legion’s grip.
Legion and several of the men immediately tackled him, bodies rolling around in the mud as they restrained him.
Joseph gave me an appalled expression, grabbing my arm and drawing me close to him.
Jess ran over, beckoning us, “C’mon, to the bunks!”
We ran after him. He showed us to a couple cots, men already laid down, still and blindfolded all around us. Jess went to a bed across the room, removing his helm- no, her helm. That explained why I thought it was a young boy’s voice.
With a flash of blonde hair, she commanded us to cover our eyes and ears.
I stopped. I could hear . . . singing. I thought. Yes, the most beautiful voice I’d ever heard.
Joseph had blindfolded himself already, feeling the bed around him.
Jess got up, and started to walk towards me, a dire and demanding expression on her face. Thinking of what happened to the wagon owner, I shoved the cork in my ears and snapped the blindfold over my ears.
Time slugged by. I patted around the bed, and laid down.
I thought about trying to reach out to Joseph, but I was afraid it would prompt him to take off his blindfold. Our lives depended on it? That’s what he’d said? Why, though?
I laid silent, playing with the ring on my finger, thinking I could hear muffled things at the limits of my earshot, the most enthralling of which was the coo of the singing voice.
I waited, blind and deaf, and helpless. It was torture.
I decided to try to sleep, but it resulted in further misery. I drifted in and out of consciousness, hallucinating and hearing bizarre things, beginning to question reality. Black shapes and voices flickered in and out of my vision. They were torturing me, I decided. This was a joke.
The urge to rip the blindfold off was almost overwhelming. What harm would it do to go look? Or listen? What could I not see? It made no sense. What was really going on? This was a conspiracy.
Lifetimes passed. Just when I was on the verge of breaking, a hand tapped my shoulder three times. I jerked the blindfold off my face, and tore the plugs out of my ears. I was exhausted, more so than if I hadn’t slept at all, my night’s turmoil taking its toll on me.
Joseph stretched and grunted to my side, the other soldiers waking.
“Wait, how did you know to wake up?” I narrowed my eyes at the man that was waking people up.
He turned, tapping the shoulder of the last one in our bunk room, “I do not sleep at night. I stay awake, and sit with my hand under a magnifying glass. When the sun rises, I feel the heat on my hand,” he explained, pointing to his palm.
Daniel and Lakin, down the row from us, rubbed their eyes. They blinked dazedly, looking as drained as me, I imagined. Joseph was similarly worn, wincing as he cracked his back.
Jess tied her hair up, placing the helm back on her head, putting her face in shadow, reminding me of Icarus.
“You guys are classic first-nighters. It gets better once you teach yourself to sleep,” she assured.
“No, we’re not staying here,” Joseph shook his head, “I want no part of whatever this madness is.”
“What was that all about?” I asked, “Why do we have to be blindfolded?”
“Hale is going to explain it to everyone at breakfast,” the man that had come to wake us said, “Answer everyone’s questions at once to avoid confusion.”
“Avoiding confusion is the last thing you people have done,” I crossed my arms.
Jess spoke, “Let’s get on to the mess hall, then. I’ll take you there,” Jess stood, stretched.
We followed her as the rest of the soldiers meandered out, Daniel and Lakin going off to find the rest of the Voltaren residents. There appeared to be several bunkhouses, the soldiers nonchalantly exiting them and conversing with each other.
“Did you sleep?” I asked Joseph.
“Not really,” he grumbled, “It doesn’t look like you did either?”
“No, my curiosity almost got the best of me,” I said, looking down.
Jess heard, turning, “Trust me, you would have regretted it.”
I glanced at Joseph, and we walked on in silence.
Jess took us down by the stables, letting Ram free. He ruffled his feathers gratefully, starting to groom himself, and biting the mud off his claws.
“That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen,” she paused, “No, I take that back, I’ve seen some pretty wild stuff. Where did you get him?” Jess watched Ram.
“I summoned him with a sacred horn,” I walked over and pet his wing, and he studied my hand, warbling disappointedly at my lack of food.
“Appropriate,” Jess said.
Listening to the horses whinny down the row, I looked at Jess, “Why was there so many open slots for horses?”
“Most of ours died,” she said with a twinge of sorrow.
“Died? Because of what?” Joseph asked.
“They stop eating after they’re here for so long,” Jess looked back at him, frowning, “They lose the will to live.”
Joseph glanced at me.
She walked on, leading us into a small mess hall, some of our traveling group already there. Eventually the rest of our companions joined us, a cook passing out bowls of tan colored slop. I think it was meant to be grits, but it was almost inedible. Swoot walked around and poured some spices in everyone’s, making it where you could at least swallow without gagging.
“I see why the horses lost the will to eat if it was anything like this,” Joseph grumbled.
I gave a dry laugh.
General Hale entered, clearing his throat. He was a tall man that carried himself in an authoritative way, broad shouldered but skinny, with grey streaks in his soot-colored hair.
“I’m sure you have many questions, and I’m going to do my best to answer them. When you agreed to this journey you were told you would be combating a dark force, and there is one here indeed,” Hale started to pace, his black leather boots clicking across the stone, “We stay to combat it, to keep interest in the swamps so that they do not venture out into other settlements.”
“What are ‘they’?” Gertrude interrupted.
Hale rolled his hand, “I was getting to that. ‘They’ are sirens. Long limbed, lanky things. If you hear or see their temptations they will lure you to them, and kill you. We think for the purpose of their feeding, but as ghoulish as they are it may just be in their nature to seek to destroy man’s life. That is why you must block your eyes and ears, so that you are not ensnared by their calling.”
“How do you know?” the archer asked, “If you cannot see every night how do you know?”
Hale looked at him, and spoke in a stoic tone, “This fort was here from almost a century’s old war. We were sent here to investigate disturbances in the swamp around a decade ago. In the first night, we lost so many. The sirens seduced men into letting them into the camp, and I suppose they bored of slaughtering us before the dawn came. What was left of our forces barricaded the door and plugged our ears on the next night, too fearful to leave through the swamp. I could see lights, color, things that drew me to the outside, but I was able to overcome it, occupied with the effort of keeping men inside. Some jumped the walls. The ones we dragged away fought us viscously. When the sirens left, and they snapped from their daze, the men wept, describing beautiful women, riches, lost family members or children, all the things the sirens showed them, and they could not question the lures. This led to the practice of blindfolds as well. As long as the gates are closed, and no one can see or hear, you are safe.”
A moment of silence passed, some murmuring floating through the air as everyone discussed.
“I signed up to support a revolution, not to fight monsters,” a man stood, “I want to leave.”
“Alright,” Hale said, “This is something that must be taken care of before we consider such things, but if you must flee, then do so.”
“You cannot leave others to suffer while you seek glory,” I said plainly.
The man sighed angrily and sit down again, arms crossed.
“You say that they must be taken care of,” Mond said, “What measures are you taking to do so?”
“We trap them. They burn and the sunlight and are rendered helpless. We slay them then. But it’s tedious. I need a way to greatly impact their numbers. I have one soldier who is immune to the calls, but they are fearsome creatures independent of their possessive powers. I need plans to truly fight them, and fresh minds like yours will do well with devising such ideas,” Hale smirked.
People started talking, excited ideas floating around.
A woman asked about the wagon owner. Hale told her that he’d been locked up for his own safety and that of those around him. She wasn’t completely comfortable with the answer, but was at least satisfied.
He left the people to their own conversations, coming to sit down in front of Joseph and me.
“Joseph,” he smiled, and the two men embraced across the table with a clap on the back.
“Is this our real reunion?” Joseph asked, with a smile.
“Yes, I suppose it is,” he turned to me, “You must be Princess Atlas. Pleasure to meet you,” he gave a slight bow and shook my hand with a tight grip, “I hope you can be of assistance in my dilemma.”
“I can try, but I can’t promise anything beyond that,” I sit my arms on the table.
“I can’t ask for anything else,” Hale turned to Joseph, “How has life been, Joseph? I imagine well up to the point where you helped a member of royalty run away? I always loved seeing you up with the Guild at ceremonies, they would be so solemn and you would always be smiling. You always shined brighter than anyone else there. You and your father were some of the most magnificent members they ever had,” He motioned a soldier over and told him to go get something, the boy trotting out.
He returned with a bottle of ale and some tankards, handing them to Hale.
Hale poured the cups full and passed them out to us. It was not good, but it was preferable to whatever breakfast was.
“Well,” Joseph looked into his cup, and sighed, “Considering my father was alienated because he sired a son and I was expelled after being branded, I’m not sure the Guild would agree with you.”
Hale spit his drink out, “You were what? You didn’t say branded, did you?”
Joseph nodded, tapping his breastplate.
“Why?” Hale said, angry.
“Because the Guild guards royalty, and they did not consider Atlas royalty,” Joseph said.
Hale slammed his cup down, exclaiming that Varrick could go preform certain activities to himself.
He looked at me, “I am glad you took her from the castle and the evils within. I’m glad you chose her over the filthy Guild.”
“What about you, Hale?” Joseph asked, “I see you despise the king, but what else has spurred you into the revolution?”
Hale looked into his mug, “Varrick sends us little coin for rations. I think he’d see us perish.”
“Forsaken,” I whispered.
“Yes, we are,” Hale nodded, but not knowing what I was referring to. He leaned close to where only Joseph and I could hear him, “Truth is, I don’t know if the sirens would leave the swamp if we left, but I can’t risk it. I can’t tell the men, that, however, they would lose faith in the cause.”
Joseph nodded.
“Varrick sent us out here after I finished the crusades with him,” Hale continued, “Of course that was also the time that Mary and Leopold died. But things happened on the crusades,” Hale squirmed, “Odd and terrible things. I think this was Varrick’s way to indirectly get rid of me, though I don’t know if he knew exactly what lurked here.”
I leaned forward eagerly, always curious as to what had transpired on the crusades. Most people attributed Varrick’s cruelty to being changed by his parent’s death, but I knew it had started a bit before that.
“What?” I asked in the silence, not able to help myself, “What happened on the crusades?”
Hale looked at me, biting his lip, “We encountered a monster. And I killed one . . . I think it had taken over Varrick’s mind. He trusted it for some reason. He was enraged with me.”
Jess came into the mess hall and walked over to us. Hale was obviously relieved to be able to stray from the subject.
She walked forward and addressed Hale, “There were none in the traps today, sir. We found two dead horses in the swamp, devoid of organs and blood.”
Hale crossed his arms, “Disappointing, I was hoping I’d get to show them one. That will upset the wagon owner, we will have to discuss ways to reimburse him.”
Jess nodded, then looked to us, “Would you like to come watch or help us reset snares? It’ll let you stretch your legs, and kills time.”
“Sure,” Joseph finished his ale with a quick swig.
I left most of my drink.
We started to follow Jess out, and I turned last second, my desire for answers overwhelming, “What did you kill that made Varrick so mad?”
Hale was caught off guard, but he spoke in a hushed tone “A warrior of nightmares and shadows.”
“What?” I said.
The words to the prophecy. He’d just said the words of the prophecy.
Joseph grabbed my shoulder, “Don’t press old warriors,” he pulled me on and Hale walked away.
Jess took us out of the camp, and into the swamp. She helped men hide snares in the mud, pulling back giant bear traps with razor-like teeth.
Joseph walked out with them, trying to understand, playing with large sticks and laughing with the men. Jess walked back up.
“You look uninterested, do you want to go back? Let the boys lose a limb or something and we can go do something sensible like polish the weapons?” Jess grinned.
“Yes,” I said, thankful for the opportunity with my current boredom.
We started to walk back.
“I know this isn’t the best introduction, but I thought you were-” I started.
“A boy? So does most of the camp, except for my bunk,” Jess grinned.
“Can I ask why?” I said.
“As of now, I’ve just lived the lie long enough I don’t want to cause commotion with the truth. It started when my parents died, boys can get into the army at sixteen. Women have to be over twenty. It was this or the orphanage. I shaved my head when I was younger just to get in,” she rubbed her arm.
I looked down, “I’m sorry,” I said.
“Don’t be,” Jess said, looked up resolutely, “My mother and father were both valiant warriors, and good people of faith, as was my brother. I’ll see them again someday. Knowing that is what keeps me from being deceived by the sirens.”
“Wait, you’re the immune one?” I asked.
“Yeah. How’d you know there was an immune one?” Jess looked at me.
“Hale told us we could consider that when thinking up ideas to defeat the sirens,” I said.
“I kind of wish he wouldn’t of. But I guess I am a leverage point. But just because I don’t see the sirens’ false fantasies, doesn’t mean I could fight a horde of them,” Jess stopped to fix a trap.
I watched her, “How long have you been here?”
“A long time,” she bit her thumbnail thoughtfully, “Six years? Yeah, six years, I think. Varrick only sent one set of reinforcements after the first round of fighting the sirens. Which is alright, I guess. The only other death we had was because someone stepped into one of those,” she pointed to one of the sharp-toothed traps.
I shivered, waiting a moment to speak, “You must be close to all these people if you’ve been here for so long. Are all the new faces jarring?”
“It’s good to have another girl here to talk to, actually,” Jess said, “You know, besides Monica.”
“How is she?” I stopped, shaking some of the mud off my foot.
Jess’s expression soured, “I’ll let you see for yourself.”
“That doesn’t make me hopeful.”
“She’s very pleasant as face value. Just leave it there,” Jess started on one of the giant bear traps.
“What’s your opinion on Legion?” I asked, making sure we were still out of earshot of the fort, considering we could see it now.
She turned away, and I thought I could almost see a blush under the helmet, “I think Legion has good intentions, he’s just misguided about specific things like Monica and his obsession with killing Lafayette.”
“Is it only Legion that desires to put Monica in power? Or is she favored otherwise?” I inquired.
“There are others. Most of the camp speak in her favor. She’s an excellent strategist, a great game player. She could win a war, or distribute budgets, technical things like that, but she wouldn’t care about the lives lost I don’t think. As long as it caters to the needs of the many, she doesn’t care if the few die. Or if the innocent die, just to make a statement” Jess twiddled her thumbs.
“That’s the same problem we’re facing right now, though,” I stopped.
“I’m glad to find someone else who sees it that way. Hale will listen to me, but Legion and the men have his sway in on him,” Jess looked at her feet.
“What is Legion’s motivation for revolution?” I changed the subject back to him.
“He was branded as a child, for trying to steal gold to feed his family. He was to be shipped eastward with them, but they helped him escape before they sailed out. He believes that if he can get into power he can have the resources to find them,” Jess looked away again, “I relate to him, in a way, and I hope for him to ultimately succeed in his quest.”
Surrendering to my curiosity, I pried, “Are you jealous of Monica?”
“With Legion?” she barked out a laugh, “No. Monica’s engaged to some noble-boy that keeps blundering around trying to get the mud off of him. I think I’m jealous that Legion doesn’t know who I am, and probably believes I’m a boy.”
“So tell him you aren’t,” I offered. 
“Sure, and how does one do that? I just go up and rip my helmet off, declaring my affections?” she said sarcastically.
“Sounds fairly romantic,” I shrugged.
We both laughed.
Jess waded out into the swamp, effortlessly balancing herself on tree roots to get to the next snare.
I paced, waiting for her to return, “A warrior of shadows and nightmares,” I mused again and again to myself. 
I didn’t notice her swift return, “What were you saying?” she asked.
“I was thinking out loud, mulling over something I’ve heard,” I said.
“No, I caught part of it, I just want to see if I’m right about what you were saying,” Jess insisted.
“A warrior of shadows and nightmares. Hale said it earlier,” I said.
“Oh, a Journeyer?” she said.
I paused, “A- a Journeyer?”
“Yeah, have you never heard of them? I guess that myth is a little obscure, but creepy to. My mom would tell it. They’re these weird owl, monkey things and they follow sinners, and when the sinners falter, they kill them,” Jess explained.
“That would be about right,” I looked off into the darkness of the trees, “I need to talk to Hale,” I said, making back for the fort.
“Don’t bother him if he’s busy,” Jess warned, “That really gets on his nerves. I’m going to stay and finish up here and I’ll see you later.”
“Thanks for the advice,” I waved, “and good luck.”
“You too,” she turned away.
I took off in an almost jog, slowing as a woman came down the road ahead of me. She regarded me with an almost air of confusion.
Considering Jess said there was only one other girl, I knew who this had to be. She was porcelain skinned, with long dark hair, swooping red lips and blazing sapphire eyes that made mine look like a gloomy pool of blue mud.
“Are you . . . Atlas?” she stopped, furling her brow.
“And you must be Monica,” I extended my hand, having to look up considering that she was a head taller than me.
“Yes,” she shook my hand like it was a wet rag, quickly withdrawing, “You are defiantly . . . not what I expected.”
“How so?’ I tested.
“You look just like any other citizen, I guess. I suppose it does good for people like the Voltaren residents to have such a homey idol,” she smiled, the same smile I used at long ceremonies and greeting weird old foreign dignitaries.
What a spectacular first impression.
“Well, I suppose you would look the same way if you’d just hiked across half of Viafinis,” I said as pleasantly as I could manage.
She gave a fake, crisp laugh, “Oh, but I did! We came all the way from Forscythe.”
Why was she wearing her hair down? What good did that do in a swamp? How was it not frizzy?
“Well, I went from Forscythe to Voltaren, and then back here,” I said through the teeth of my smile.
“When you come from the Terminus Empire, sweetie, then we can talk,” she gave the same grin.
Alright, I was done here. So much for going into it with a nice opinion. I started to walk away.
“Is that ‘thing’ up there yours?” she asked with a disgusted expression, motioning to the fort.
“I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific than ‘that thing’,” I frowned.
“I mean, I’ve heard that you rode a giant cock around, but,” she trailed off.
I bristled.
“If you were informed on such subjects, then why did you need to ask if he was mine?” I said, “How many other giant roosters are there around here?”
“Whoa, whoa, no need to get snappy,” she crossed her arms, and spoke patronizingly, “I have some questions, and I’d like you to be reasonable.”
“Fire away,” I said immediately.
“So does the castle have any good weak points to break in at?” she asked.
“I don’t know, I’ve never tried to break in,” I shrugged.
“How’d you get out?” her false smile fell away at my sarcasm.
I hesitated, a mistake, but spoke, “Joseph’s a knight, and I’m a princess, we just walked out.”
“Varrick just let you walk out?” Monica pursed her lips.
“It’s not like he had me locked in a high tower or anything,” I said sardonically.
“Does Varrick himself have any notable weaknesses?” she waited anxiously.
“It doesn’t matter if he did, you couldn’t get through the Guild around him,” I said, that answer actually honest.
“Theoretically, if there was no Guild around him? If he was alone and I was there a sword in my hand?” she waited. 
I snickered, “I’d like to watch you try to fight Varrick. You’d lose,” I informed.
She gave a sly smile, “Hm. I’ll watch the look on your face when his head rolls down the castle steps.”
I stiffened, “You are not going to kill Varrick,” I said sternly.
She scoffed, “It’s almost like you have feelings for him or something, how pitiful.”
“It’s not like we grew up together or anything!” I threw my hands in the air.
“No need to get so defensive,” she held her palms up.
I breathed heavily, pinched the bridge of my nose, and looked up, “Okay, what’s your problem? You obviously came barreling out of the gates hating me, so what’s your justification for that? What have I done, specifically, to you?” I crossed my arms.
“You and your family are the reason I am an orphan,” she said indignantly.
“Join the club, there’s a lot of those around here, apparently. First of all, I am an orphan too, which leads me to second of all, I’m literally not related to anyone in the castle. Third of all, that means I have done nothing that has affected you,” I said, holding up fingers as I went, “So don’t play the pity game with me.”
She blew a strand of her immaculate hair out of her face, “How dare you even compare your perfect groomed life to mine.”
“Okay so we’ve made your first accusation irrelevant. So are you threatened by me? Jealous? Do you think I’m competition? Like this is some game for the throne, is that what’s going on?” I raised an eyebrow.
She laughed, sharp and quickly, “Don’t flatter yourself, you poor sweet little girl. As if someone like me,” she leaned down to my height, got directly in my face, “Would ever even consider someone like you a challenge,” she pulled away, looked me up and down, “You pathetic excuse for a princess.”
My fists clenched. I was dimly aware of how bad it would look if I hit her and broke that perfect nose. She could have made her point without the petty insults.
She turned her chin up at me and strutted away, walking back towards the camp. I waited to go the same way so I didn’t have to follow her.
She wasn’t going to chase me away from the fort, however. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of intimidation. I resumed my mission to find Hale and question him.
As I walked through the gate, I heard Monica’s voice call out, boiling my blood once again.
“Oh, honey, have you met Atlas yet?” she sang to someone.
“Atlas?” a male voice said.
I stopped dead in my tracks.
No. No way. Not Possible.
I was hearing things. The sirens had gotten to me.
I turned slowly, eyes locked on the equally shocked ones of the man on her arm.
My eyes were wide, but my teeth clenched, “Donovan!?”


 




Chapter 20- By the Weight of the World
Lafayette grabbed his luggage case, strained to lift it and dropped its substantial weight with a crash onto the floor. He kicked it over, walked to the front, and gingerly flicked open one latch. The other buckled and snapped, the case exploding open and strewing papers across the office floor.
He narrowed his eyes, combing the papers with an angry grumble. Only a select few were actually his documents, the rest was a plethora of small parchments mocking two words in immaculate handwriting. They had not been there when he’d left Wolfsden.
He cursed, kneeling on the floor and slinging the two into different piles. Accumulating a reasonable sized collection of the tiny papers, he scooped them up and flung them into the fire, the flames flashing blue for a moment as they consumed the parchment.
He shoveled what was left into his case, tried to shut the damaged thing, and left it on the floor. He looked from it to the door a couple times, and then his watch. He cussed, grabbing nothing but his hat and cane, and walked out, slamming the door behind him.
He descended the grand staircase briskly, pointing to a servant boy below, “You!” Lafayette commanded.
The boy stopped, a stack of books in his hands, struggling not to drop them as he snapped to Lafayette’s attention.
“Yes, My Lord?” the boy called from behind the volumes.
Lafayette dropped a substantial pile of gold on top of the books, the boy eyeing it with a surprised hunger.
“Go to the castle and tell the king and James that I will be joining them shortly,” Lafayette continued to walk, “And that I am painfully aware of how late I am already.”
The boy shook off his shock from the coins, turning and calling out, “What do I tell them you are occupied with?”
“A meeting with an old business partner,” Lafayette said simply.
He turned into the kitchen and exited the manor out into an alleyway. He placed his hat on his head, breath freezing out in whisps as he looked up at the sky, tracing the constellations with his eyes, a natural compass. He looked down, eyes shaded, and continued in the direction he wanted.
He crossed the empty cobblestones of the street, nonchalantly strolled across the lawn of someone else’s estate, and jumped a short metal fence. He paused before a dirty stone wall, black moths gathered around a doorframe in the bricks. He looked back, the castle far to the north. He’d walked a block, yet he was in the lower city, in his own factory district. What an inconvenience.
He gripped the black doorknob in front of him, gooseflesh rippling across his skin at its chill. He opened it, walking into a dark hallway. Familiar arches, taller than a ship’s mast, rose above, overcome by dust and decay. Haphazardly placed blue torches added to the sharpness and unpredictability of the shadows, the hall stretching on like a great ribcage into a barely visible room.
“Close the door!” an ancient voice shrieked to his side, “Close it! They’ll get out!”
Lafayette gritted his teeth, “Shut up, Eve, I know about the door!” he slammed it shut.
She skittered back into the darkness. Against his better judgement, he took a glance at her. She was nothing but saggy skin on sloping bones, her eyes darting around wildly, skeletal hands trembling as they endlessly turned an apple core around in her fingers. Her hollow eyes shot to his and she froze, trembling like a caged animal.
He adverted his gaze and walked on. Behind him she continued to fill the air with babbles about Cain, the fruit, the serpent and the door, the door, the door. He shook his head, marching the rest of the seemingly endless trek to the sound of his own ominous footsteps on the dark walls, avoiding stepping on the littered piles of bones.
He exited out into the main chamber, able to see nothing but a few massive roots that alluded to the size of the tree they were attached to, lit by bits of wood burning in blue flame.
Lafayette stopped, partway down the stone bridge of ruins, tapping his cane, “Honey, I’m home!” he sang, his voice booming across the space.
The resounding echoes drew dark silhouettes out of hiding. Shadowy figures meandered silently towards him, opaque black bodies punctuated by featureless faces and dots of white eyes in the hollows of their skulls. Most of them were just rudimentary forms now, but bits of bone and flesh was still partway visible on a few.
Remnants. Stuck in purgatory. Though used to them, they still made him uneasy, especially with the attention of so many on him.
“Dear sir,” Lafayette leaned on his cane, “Your pets are making me uncomfortable. Perhaps you could be bothered to come do something about them.”
He caught a movement to his side, angling his head.
They man was lounged out on the root beside him, “They’re technically your fault. But aren’t they just darling?” he smiled, flashing pointed teeth, “They keep me in such charming company with their aimless staggering and endearing noises such as agonized moaning and the occasional tormented scream.”
“Yes, wonderful, Mortem,” Lafayette grumbled.
“So cynical, just the way I love to see you,” he clasped his hands at the side of his head, swooning.
Mortem jumped to a stand, the sweeping horns over his head catching the shine of the light. He smiled, his slitted violet eyes lazy but amused.
“What do you want?” Lafayette said flatly.
He skipped down the tree, closer to Lafayette, twirling his long ebony hair through his hands, “Freedom, power, chaos, a virgin sacrifice, to be able to fly again. I’ve found I’m also fond of strawberry wine.”
Lafayette rolled his eyes, “Let me rephrase. Why have you sent an annoyingly excessive amount of letters lately? That much magic must be draining and painful, and such efforts are usually beyond your sloth-like and self-preserving nature.”
“Pssh,” Mortem waved his hand, “Don’t reflect your flaws onto me.”
“Your good mood disgusts and worries me, explain yourself,” Lafayette demanded.
He drummed his fingers together, “I suppose you do know that my pleasure is anything I know will upset you.”
Lafayette turned on the heel, turning and walking back towards the hall, “I don’t want to hear it.”
Mortem started a smooth slow pace down the wood, a smirk twisted across his face, “Such a rush you’re in, Slade, am I keeping you from something?”
He stopped, “Lafayette. My name is Lafayette now.”
“Oh, yes, my silly silly memory. It’s easy to overlook trivial things when eternities pass with my every waking breath. Which leads me back to my original inquiry? Why are you fretting about being punctual when time is irrelevant anyways?” Mortem shrugged nonchalantly.
“Sadly, I care that I’m late. Stop stalling or I’ll leave,” Lafayette warned.
“Tsk, tsk,” he clicked his tongue, “It is sad. I enjoy watching your humanity melt away. Do be assured that such worry will melt away with time, all burdens do.”
“Get on with it,” Lafayette said.
“Is it Varrick? Are you going to go see Varrick? How I love Varrick!” he clapped, “All this delightful killing,” he gripped his heart, pretending to tear up, “In the fear of dear little me.”
Lafayette grumbled.
“I’m going to take an absolutely wild assumption and say that they have no idea where you are either. Because that would be just,” he motioned around carelessly, “atrocious. That you were engaging in such affairs,” he leaned all the way back, jutting a leg out and pointing dramatically down at himself, “With mwah.”  
“Your superfluous tendencies never cease to amaze me,” Lafayette started to walk away again, “I grow tired of listening to you entertain yourself with the sound of your voice.”
“That’s all I do all day anyway. Speaking of listening, did you know James can hear me? I bet you did. Shame, shame, his condition is. You know, I could repair his dysfunctionality if he’s just make a pact with me,” Mortem tucked his hands into the long sleeves of his robes.
Lafayette stopped, “I do recall that a pact requires the death of your last ally.”
“That doesn’t trouble me,” Mortem puckered his lips.
“Thank you, Mortem, I feel loved,” he said sarcastically, “I’m leaving.”
“Do you feel loved, Remus?”
“Lafayette.”
“Whatever,” he said dismissively, “Do you feel cherished?”
“Shut up about your stupid loophole,” Lafayette did not turn, facing away from him.
“If you were sensible you would have kept your enemies close and your friends and family isolated. You should have known better, I came with a warning label even,” Mortem’s smile grew, “And yet you didn’t. You succumbed, in weakness, and what a gaffe it was.”
Lafayette kept walking.
Mortem stopped, eyes widening, and he suddenly started laughing, descending into a mad hooting cackle, “Oh, that was unexpected!  It only gets better for me, when it rains it pours.”
Lafayette resisted his curiosity for as long as he could, and ultimately succumbed, turning, “What!?”
Mortem danced around the top of the root, chortling, “Guess what just happened over at the castle! Guess! Guess! C’mon, it’ll be fun!”
“‘Fun’ is never ever a word that I will associate with you,” Lafayette crossed his arms.
“Nor I with you, you wet blanket,” Mortem pouted, then grew demanding, “Look into my eyes.”
“Let’s get this over with,” Lafayette angrily did so.
He was immediately overlooking James and Varrick. James read out loud, a raven on his outstretched arm. Lafayette only caught the last part of what he was saying.
“For we’ve killed-”
James trembled, Varrick demanding answers.
They boy shrieked and lunged, slamming his fist into Varrick’s face, he fell backwards with a flash of blood. He took the boy’s legs out from under him as he moved to strike him again. The Guild responded, seizing James’s screaming form.
Lafayette forced himself to look away. Mortem giggled wildly.
“No,” Lafayette began, closing his eyes “No. He wouldn’t. Why would he attack Varrick? No. You made that up. That’s one of your illusions.”
“My imagination would concoct something much more violent than that, surely you know. Isn’t the truth painful? Shocking? Not even I can compete with the brutal harshness of reality,” Mortem studied his hand, his fingernails transforming into claws and then back again.
Lafayette made the mistake of looking back at him.
He was immediately assaulted with the image of James being stuck by the knights.
Lafayette adverted his eyes, “No, no. I need to get back to the castle before those stupid knights beat him further or worse-” he turned.
“Ah, so you do care. How pitiful. Wait, wait, that was simply an unexpected but excellent prelude for what I brought you here for,” Mortem’s demonic grin split across his face.
“I will see no more from you,” Lafayette kept moving.
Mortem sauntered down to the very tips of the roots after him, “But it’s something you need to know,” he sang out, “Don’t you want to know why James attacked the magnificent King Varrick? What upset him so?”
“I’ll find out when I get there,” Lafayette stormed on.
“It concerns your family, and the Journeyer,” Mortem smiled as his words halted Lafayette.
“The what?” he turned slowly, trying to force himself not to.
He met Mortem’s eyes.
A scene unfolded of a wooden fence under dark cedar limbs. He “stood” beside a blazing fire and amongst stone faced bandits. His eyes flicked to each condemned brand on their dark armor, and some on their flesh. He looked up and froze, the white mask of a Journeyer cutting out in a tree above. A girl scrabbled by him and he startled, reaching for her as if he actually could. She screamed, holding a useless pair of swords up as the huge bandit came for her.  Lafayette wailed, hands out against the swinging mace. It went through him like he wasn’t there, because he never was, smashing through her swords. He saw in strike her. He saw her fall, her skull smashed and body limp. The scream that tore out of his throat shattered his heart as it went.
He collapsed, trembling, the image burned into his mind. He could not remember the last time he’d felt the urge to cry, and now it threatened to overwhelm him.
Mortem rolled his eyes, “Oh, come on, and you get onto me for being dramatic. I cannot believe it affects you this much.”
Lafayette’s hat fell from his head, his cane on the stone beside him as he brought his hands to his face, his fingers twisting through his hair.
Mortem looked at him, curled his lip, “Such feebleness. I didn’t expect this from you, especially since you didn’t care about her. You let her be tossed in a sewer ditch, you distanced yourself her whole life. You’re in a position of power, you could have taken her back, but you don’t want her. You took your crippled child instead, and keep him around as a circus act, as laughing stock for the nobility. You don’t care and you never have. About either one of them. And now it’s gotten her killed and you bawl like a baby? Seriously?”
Lafayette reached down, fingers wrapping around the head of his cane. He rose slowly, then rushed forward, twisting a blue glowing sword from the cane. The Remnants around him screamed and fled. He ran up the root, drew the sword back, and stopped, the point inches from Mortem’s throat.
Mortem looked down at the blade, his surprise morphing into a satisfied smile, “Do it,” he hissed, “Start the sand through the hourglass for both of us,” his skin blistered where the light of the sword shone.
His expression soured as Lafayette drew the sword back.
He looked up, face cold, “I did not want her to bear the shame of who I was.”
Mortem scoffed, “Don’t try to justify things to me, I know how corrupt you are.”
Lafayette sheathed the sword, clicking the head of the cane back into place, and he gave Mortem a crooked grin, “At least now she never will.”
Mortem took a step back, but quickly regained his impassive composer.
Lafayette turned, “A Journeyer could kill you, Mortem.”
Mortem chuckled maniacally, deep in his throat, “Ah, my old friend, you of all people should know that any sword can kill, but it’s the hand it’s in that makes the difference,” Mortem turned his fingers into claws again and wriggled them in the air. 
Lafayette’s eyebrows quirked, glad he was facing away, “You say that, but you don’t know who it is.”
“Maybe I do,” Mortem laughed, “Maybe I don’t.”
Lafayette walked down the root, not stopping for Mortem’s voice this time.
“Go on, Lafayette, go run back to Varrick and tell him to destroy more lives in fury and fear. Go burn some more kingdoms and cripple some angels. Widow some wives and orphan a few children. You’re exemplary at all those things,” Mortem’s voice cackled.
Wings rustled across bark, claws skittered on wood, a bulk ascending back up through the tree.
A voice that echoed like an army boomed through the cavern, “Run back to your only child, your court fool. Will it devastate you when you outlive him too?”
Lafayette flinched, broke, and spun, “Go to Hell, Mortem!” his voice echoed down the hall.
“I’ll save a seat for you there!” the voice of many sang.
Lafayette practically ran down the hallway, going away from the decimated garden and everything within it as fast as he could. He slammed the door, cutting of Eve’s pleading cries to do so. He walked out into the city, moving through the empty streets, past shop windows and shiny new lampposts.
He stormed through the castle gates, leaving the guards still scrabbling over trying to address him. He moved across the grounds, never slowing till he reached the keep, coming to a viscous halt as two Guild knights barred the way, weapons drawn.
“The king will see no one right now, especially you. You have much to explain concerning the actions of your unstable cripple,” the first knight pointed his broadsword accusingly.
Lafayette’s temper flared. He did not have time to waste reasoning with the ignorant knights. After he killed the first one, would the second one cry out? How many people would that draw? There was a patrol outside the keep. Four men. He didn’t know if he could silence them quickly enough.
“I demand to see Varrick,” Lafayette growled.
“No,” the knight said.
They did not sheathe their weapons, but they held them idly, they considered him to be no threat.
One of Lafayette’s hands was braced on the body of his cane, the other slowly moving to the head.
“Put away your weapons, how dare you threaten me like so,” Lafayette commanded.
“After the attack on the king, we take no chances.”
“I do not have time for your stupidity,” Lafayette started to smoothly turn the head of his cane.
“Lafayette?” Varrick walked out to the top of the stairs, holding a bloodied rag to his nose.
Lafayette clicked the sword back into place, letting his hand fall back at his side, “I need to speak with you, Varrick,” he looked up.
“Yes, you do,” Varrick looked at the knights, “What are you two doing? Put away your weapons.”
The knights obeyed, and Lafayette smirked at them as he walked by, climbing the steps as Varrick turned back into the throne room.
Lafayette closed the door behind them, leaving the two men in the silence of the room, moonlight filtering through the stained glass of the windows above. Varrick crossed the space and collapsed onto the throne, head in his hands.
Lafayette waited a moment. Head down, and feet shuffling, he walked to Varrick.
Varrick looked up, a line of blood dripping down onto his lip. His tired eyes were puffy and bloodshot, hands quivering.
“I-I don’t know what to do,” Varrick adverted his gaze, “It- it’s not fair. Isn’t that childish?” he gave a laugh that almost turned into a sob, “My childhood crush on her would have been consider incest in the eyes of the public. Then I had to watch mother pick out a betrothed for her. How I hated that boy. Then after everyone found out about her lineage I couldn’t love her out of rank difference. I- I couldn’t even look at her, it hurt too much,” he winced, “I drove her away. I did something terrible in an attempt to get rid of Donovan and I drove her away. And now, she’s gone- and it’s,” he choked, “my fault.”
“Do remind yourself,” Lafayette started to pace, “That I lost a child,” he drew close to Varrick, hands on the arms of the throne, “So you better not let anything happen to my other. Go pardon James.”
Varrick moved back, putting his head back in his hands, “Let me mourn,” he moaned.
“There is no need to waste time on the dead,” Lafayette said simply.
Varrick cracked an eye, “Are you truly that heartless?”
“For now I must be, for I am combating someone who is,” his drew back, grip tightening on his cane, “War is no time for weakness.”
Varrick paused, then looked up with resentment in his eyes, “You spoke with him. That’s where you were,” he said accusingly.
“Yes, I did. I’m keeping my enemies close,” Lafayette said.
“What am I, then?” Varrick looked out from under a dark brow.
“As long as you stand against Mortem, you are my ally,” Lafayette assured.
“And when he is gone?” Varrick questioned.
“Don’t speak of victory till it happens,” Lafayette leaned his weight onto one leg, “Come, let’s get James.”
“I am allowed no hope, and no mourning, what sort of man do you think I am?” Varrick stood, almost dragging himself up.
“It does not take a man to win a war,” Lafayette looked away, “It takes a monster.”
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