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      THE ISLAND OF LANCASTLE

      Princess Marsea Lanier, the eldest daughter of House Lanier and diarch of Kingdom Lancastle

      Broenwjar, Marsea’s wolf familiar

      Prince Rembrandt “Remy” Lanier/Yvemathira, the youngest son of House Lanier and diarch of Kingdom Lancastle/Queen of the Dracari

      Rhymona Curie/Morgandrel Tully, an Ashaeydir battle-magus with a violent past

      Edgar Alewine/Emyria, a scout and former Kingswatch soldier/a dracari loyal to Yvemathira

      Pion Harver, Raelan’s son, a warlock with ties to Tetherow and Ravenholme

      Julia Harver, the daughter of Raelan and Queen Larissa, half-sister of Pion, Marsea, and Remy

      Caitlyn Ellsbury, a magus whose family is loyal to Ravenholme

      Tetherow, a Vharyn’ashi that can split its essence, possess sentient beings, and control the nether

      Litashoth Eru/Lita Drufellyn, a dangerous changeling at odds with House Lanier

      Rhyvariath, a rogue dracari who came to House Lanier’s aid during the nether’s attack on Lancastle

      

      ACADEMANCE

      Freddy Redgrave, Aspen’s brother , an arch-mage of Citadel Academance

      Aspen Redgrave, Freddy’s sister, a high-mage of Citadel Academance

      Veronica “Six” Sixsmith, Freddy’s giftmate, a mage of Citadel Academance

      Jaxon Culterys, Aspen’s giftmate, a high-mage of Citadel Academance

      Lorenzo “Renzo” Kirkpatrick, Seb’s giftmate, a mage of Citadel Academance

      Sebastian “Seb” Cooper, Renzo’s giftmate, a mage of Citadel Academance

      Dr. Amy Cooper, Seb’s mother, chief medical officer of Citadel Academance

      Erling Culterys, Jaxon’s father, Headmaster of Citadel Academance

      Alara Culterys, Erling’s wife, Jaxon’s mother, a magister of Citadel Academance

      Hester Andrews, an archivist of Citadel Academance

      Grishin Perciya, brother of Mervold, father of Tallow, cousin of Bella, a mage formerly posted at Citadel Academance

      Tallow Perciya, Grishin’s son, a mage formerly posted at Citadel Academance

      Mervold Perciya (deceased), the previous Headmaster of Citadel Academance

      

      HAXANBLOOD

      Bella Perciya, queen of the haxanblood horde, a mage formerly posted at Citadel Academance

      Gunnar Culterys, brother of Erling Culterys, a haxanblood turned against his will, his family is unaware he is still alive

      Remus Eckroat, one of Bella’s highest-ranking haxan soldiers

      

      THE PAST

      Aiden Ashborough/Desmond Lanier (deceased), the eldest son of King Whitman II and Queen Larissa Lanier, prior to his death, he was the true heir to the throne of Lancastle

      Whitman “Whit” Lanier II (deceased), Larissa’s first husband, the last King of Lancastle who perished fifteen cycles ago during the coup of the Midnight Men

      Larissa Lanier (deceased), Whit’s wife, mother of Desmond, Marsea, Remy, and Julia, former Queen of Lancastle

      Magwyn Lanier (deceased), Whit’s sister, aunt of Desmond, Marsea, and Remy, former Empress of Courowne

      Raelan Harver (presumed deceased), Larissa’s second husband, General and High Commander of the Lancastle Royalguard Regiment

      Valestriel Alyfain (deceased), former lover of Rhymona and Aiden, an Ashaeydir soldier

      Elsymir Beldroth (deceased), a Y’deman sorcerer and huntsman

      Dagmara VanLandingham (presumed deceased), a sorcerer and friend of Elsymir Beldroth

      Stella Ashborough (deceased), Aiden’s step-mother, a storied magus, and former archivist to Lancastle Library

      Vincent Ashborough, Aiden’s step-father, a winemaker

      Autumn Ashborough (deceased), King Whit’s bastard daughter with Stella, half-sibling of Desmond, Marsea, and Remy
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      MARSEA: Marsea, Rhymona, and Magwyn arrive in the capital city of Courowne as the nether beast leaves the once majestic kingdom in ruins. Despite the madness surrounding them, Marsea is reunited with her siblings, Aiden, Remy, and Julia, and working together they manage to escape the devastation of Courowne back to Lancastle without any further casualties.

      While the others stay behind to defend Lancastle, Marsea and Aiden are tasked with retrieving The N'therN'rycka from The Scar with the hopes that destroying it will exorcise Tetherow from their half-sister, Autumn Ashborough. They take a portal from Lancastle to the northern township of Maidstone where Marsea meets her old instructor, Hilda Veranski. Hilda, long past the accolades of her fiery youth, volunteers to lead the Lanier siblings into The Scar with her hunting mates, The Maidens' Rejects.

      Marsea finds The Scar a desolate wasteland dominated by wngar tribes. Eventually, Hilda guides them to a wngar settlement built around a monolith that resides near The N'therN'rycka’s rumored burial site. The Maidens' Rejects find the camp in a bloody free-for-all which was instigated by Tetherow/Autumn. Marsea tries to fight her way through the chaos to Tetherow, but is unable to do so before both Aiden and Autumn are both mortally wounded.

      A woman appears through a portal mid-battle, claiming she is from the future. She bids Marsea to destroy The N'therN'rycka with the haxanblade, then presses Marsea to promise she will not attempt to resurrect her kin for fear of a Tetherow hex that might restore them in a violent and unstable state. Marsea returns to Lancastle with the grimoires Dawn, Noon, and Haunt.

      

      REMY: Remy and the survivors of Courowne battle through the blight-ridden streets of Lancastle to the citadel where they meet up with the kingdom's primary host, including Edgar Alewine, Poppy Pelvenyn, Lirae Imogen Thirsby, and Wils Gilcrest.

      Short on time and soldiers, they’re forced to engage the enemy from multiple fronts at once. Marsea and Aiden will head north to The Scar, while Remy, Rhymona, and Magwyn will remain in Lancastle to confront the Ravenholme menace.

      As the Ravenholme threat ebbs, the Lancastle defenders are met by a new enemy; that of Hrathgon’s reanimated corpse.

      Remy outfits himself in the legendary King's piece armor set, and reclaims Exylduin, House Lanier’s most famous sword, for his own. With the help of a rogue dracari named Rhyvariath, Remy is able to slay the nether dragon and preserve most of Kingdom Lancastle. Lancastle’s citizens, including Jory Evers, rally around Remy's bravery, naming him king as they beat back the blighted legion from their courtyards en route to the lower citadel corridors.

      During the mayhem, Magwyn is murdered by Jory, who has been possessed by another one of Tetherow's splits. To save Emyria's essence, Edgar agrees to become her next host.

      

      PION: After aiding Tetherow in Marrovard, Pion and the remnants of Ravenholme make plans to raid Lancastle in search of a grimoire rumored to contain valuable incantations. This leads them to the upper halls of Lancastle where they run afoul of Dysenia Luiryn, one of Tetherow's hosts whose body is in rapid decline due to magic abuse. Dysenia plans to possess Pion's father, Raelan, but needs Pion to assist in the ritual. Pion refuses despite his dysfunctional relationship with Raelan. This impasse is interrupted by Remy, Rhymona, and Magwyn.

      During the resulting quarrel, Dysenia is eliminated, and Pion is able to establish a temporary truce with Remy and Rhymona, citing Tetherow’s betrayal, and agreeing to join the Lanier's efforts to banish the nether.

      

      RHYMONA: Surviving her duel with Dysenia, Rhymona takes a dip into The Spellbind to repair her wounds and is greeted by Stella who mentions a wishing ring she hid inside the Lancastle library that may help them banish the nether. Rhymona returns to the library and runs into Lirae Thirsby who presents her with a false ring that puts her to sleep, allowing Tetherow an audience with her, where the Vharyn’ashi attempts to confuse and manipulate her.

      Back in the conscious world, the blight closes in on the library as the group fights to stay ahead. Rhymona finds herself on the run with Julia, Poppy, Pion, Caitlyn, and Raelan. Tetherow, donning Jory like a cheap mask, targets Rhymona amidst the unrest, controlling her hand with the false ring still melded to it. This forces Rhymona into a terrible choice: amputate the limb or risk becoming Tetherow’s next puppet. Poppy cuts off the possessed hand at Rhymona’s behest. Moments later, Marsea returns to the library through a blood portal from The Scar, hacking and slicing her way through Tetherow’s blighted minions to save her friends.

      They flee to Lancastle's abbey where Pion performs a carnomancy incantation on Rhymona fusing her weeping stump of an arm with one of Larissa Lanier's hands. To the group's astonishment, the spell works, Rhymona’s gift reviving the dead tissue inside the fallen queen’s severed appendage, allowing her to command the hand as though it were her own.

      While the main group ventures out into The Spellbind to perform the godsgate ritual, Rhymona, Edgar, Julia, Poppy, and Broenwjar hole up inside Lancastle Citadel. As the spell unfolds, the world becomes more and more dreamlike outside The Spellbind’s confines as gravity begins to shift. The group is confronted by Tetherow/Jory once more. Working as one, they defeat the Tetherow split, but lose Poppy in the skirmish.

      

      THE GODSGATE RITUAL: Once physically inside The Spellbind, each member takes a portion of the incantation which is split between four grimoires. The incantation begins with Caitlyn, who reads from Dawn. Followed by Pion, who reads from Noon. Then Remy, who reads from Dusk. And, finally, Marsea, who reads from Haunt.

      All the while, The Spellbind leeches life from each of them, aging them prematurely while they remain inside its magical bubble, protected from the massive nether monstrosity bearing down on them from just outside. During the chaotic event, ghouls bleed into wraiths who bleed into phantoms and past memories straining the party's grip on reality. But ultimately, with Rhyvariath's aid, they are able to complete the spell, annihilating the nether beast while simultaneously, and unintentionally, severing their kingdom and everyone within it from the moon of Vaelsyntheria.

      A few days after the godsgate ritual, the survivors have reestablished a foothold in their once blighted kingdom, and conjured a plan to scout beyond the island of Lancastle. However, Rhymona is still troubled by the turn of events on Vaelsyntheria and seeks solitude to mull over her future. This solitude is soon interrupted by Remy. But when Rhymona questions his strange behavior, the imposter's true motives become apparent. Lirae Thirsby, a changeling, has assumed Remy's appearance and plans to use his likeness to destroy the haxanblade, then assassinate the Laniers and their closest allies, beginning with Rhymona.

      In a desperate attempt to save herself from the changeling’s wand fire, Rhymona leaps from a cliff at the edge of Lancastle Island, slamming into the ocean’s surface just as she hears Marsea's voice calling out to her in the nearby distance.
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      A spear of magic tore across the clearing from Remy’s hand, sharp as a switchblade, forcing Marsea to spring for cover. Twisting away, spine to tree, she watched helplessly as the jet of white-hot horror ended in the heart of her sister, an explosion of charred blood bursting from the girl’s backside, killing her before she hit the forest floor.

      “Julia!” someone shouted as a second shriek of magic ate through the scalp of a bluecoat named Burke.

      Stars alive! Marsea’s head howled.

      The scouting party scattered like carrion birds from the carcass when a killer returns for its spoils, ducking for cover anywhere they could find it.

      Everything slowed for Marsea as she shrank inside the redwood’s shadow, frozen, aghast, her mind working to make sense of the gruesome scene.

      What did you do?

      What did you do?

      What did you do?

      Breath betrayed her.

      I…

      She dared a glance down at the unmoving girl to witness a soldier named Hawthorne grab Julia by the ankle and drag her body back from the edge of the open field.

      What were you doing following after me?

      Running into danger?

      I told you to stay⁠—

      Broenwjar exploded into the clearing from the tree line to Marsea’s right, her bristling rage burning through him, as a wand strike thudded into a tree just off to her left, cross as a crack of lightning, shards of splintered wood shooting out in a thousand directions.

      Broenwjar, no, Marsea bade through their master-familiar bond, but the dire wolf would not be deterred. He, her wrath incarnate.

      “Fuck!” the princess howled, ripping Blind Widow from its slumber, the haxanblade wailing all manner of unholy terror, pissed as a kettle at the boil.

      Not okay.

      Not okay.

      Not okay.

      The thing wearing Remy’s face peppered the forest with curse after curse as it raced toward the tree line down near the island’s edge, and Marsea pushed off in pursuit, determined to meet it before it could get too far in.

      I will end you for this, Lita.

      The changeling had a good thirty paces on her, though Broenwjar was fastly closing the gap.

      Jules is dead.

      Jules is dead.

      Jules is dead.

      The words echoed with every footfall as she dipped and weaved through the forest just inside the wall of trees, a number of the scouting party chasing after her as the wand strikes intensified, less powerful, but in greater number.

      He’s got her, Marsea thought as Broenwjar leapt out at the changeling. Though just before he was set to reach the wretch, a glowing translucent wave hit him midair, taking him off course and sending him spinning roughly to the ground. A second wave took the feet from Lita and the creature wearing Remy’s face went airborne, crashing into a tree, and falling just beyond Broenwjar.

      Neither beast nor creature moved in the after.

      Broenwjar. Through their bond, Marsea could still feel him here with her. On the right side of the dirt. Fortunately, whatever fel piece of magic that found him wasn’t fatal.

      Movement from the clearing drew Marsea’s attention, and she found a group of oddly dressed figures appearing as though from thin air, six in count.

      She skidded to a halt, holding for cover behind a tree barely wide enough to hide her as the unexpected guests trained what appeared to be wands on her and the others.

      “I don’t know what this is,” a female voice called out in a strange accent of Midaran, “but it ends now.”

      “We do not mean any of you harm,” a male’s voice followed, his accent of a similar nature. “But we will use force if you do not abide by our commands.”

      “By order of Academance Law, lower your weapons and show yourselves,” the female added.

      “Milady, what do we do?” a newly minted bluecoat named Cassian asked from the shadow of a nearby redwood.

      “Hold for now. I will engage them alone.” Marsea turned back toward the wood whence she’d come, but couldn’t find Julia amongst the dense host of timber. All she wanted at that moment was to see her sister. To hold her close. To take her place at The Hood’s Door and fix this bloody nightmare.

      A sickness blossomed inside her belly at the thought. And, still, her mind refused to accept the girl’s fate. At least not fully. How could it? Julia’s death was unconscionable. Abhorrent. Unfair. Senseless…

      And where was Rhymona in all this? If she were here, mayhaps she could heal Julia. Bring her back as she did Remy. The scene looped through Marsea’s memory once more, instinct pulling her from harm’s path, the jagged stream of magic narrowly missing her and burrowing through her baby sister’s chest, out the other side, dead center…Julia’s eyes grew wide, shifting from surprise to fright…disappearing inside a shroud of raven-black hair.

      Marsea thought of Pion only a few hours ago, quibbling with Julia over her reckless behavior, damn near begging her not to go out, but fuck all if the girl wasn’t just as stubborn as he was. A Harver to the letter. And Marsea allowed it, nay, instigated it, the fool she was, thinking little harm in it. Anything to get under Pion’s skin. Anything to make him feel inferior.

      But how could you have known? How could you have ever predicted this?

      The princess shook her head, wet heat forming behind her eyes, lips curling into a frown, fighting off a quiver.

      Make excuses all you like, Marsea. This is your fault. A girl of nine cycles has no business scouting the woods, no matter what horrors she’s been through…

      “We’d rather not have to go in there after you,” one of the males shouted. “We only mean to talk.”

      Something of Litashoth Eru’s words came back to her. Something about the nether being a cakewalk compared to what came next. Swallow it, Marsea. Swallow it. Shit it out. And crawl inside the void of its leavings. Let the pain wait. She thought of what her father might do in this situation, the Kingstome and his ghostly wisdom hidden away behind lock and key in the darkest nook of her bedchamber. Your people need you, she told herself. This is your duty as their Queen. This is greater than Julia. Greater than your feelings. Greater than your heartbreak.

      Besides, what other choice did she truly have?

      “Dunk, head back to Lancastle, find Pion, and bring him here,” Marsea instructed. “Mayhaps he can see to Julia’s wound.”

      The scruffy youth nodded and scurried off into the forest depths southward.

      “The rest of you stay hidden unless I bid otherwise,” Marsea ordered, bending around the tree into the clearing, Blind Widow at her side screeching for a fresh slake of blood.

      “What’s your name?” one of the males asked. He was wearing a leather jacket with queer, dramatic patches ranging its surface, likely his ranking or House allegiances, his lower half clothed in a strange blue material tucked inside worn black leather boots.

      Marsea studied the other members as she strode toward them. Four males, two females. All donning clothes of an unusual fashion with hair stylings and colors like she’d never known possible.

      “Marsea,” she answered, halting at ten paces distance, nudging up her glasses with her half hand, the other choking Blind Widow’s spine at her side.

      “Freddy,” said the one in the leather jacket. His voice came out even, cordial, if not cocksure. “Arch-mage and leader of this cadre.”

      “What did you do to my familiar?” Marsea asked.

      “Your familiar?” Freddy questioned.

      “Broenwjar. The dire wolf,” Marsea said, tossing a glance over her shoulder.

      “That big-ass wolf is your familiar?”

      “I like to think of him more as family, all told, but yes, we are bonded. Now what did you do to him?”

      “They are unconscious. The effects will last an hour or so without salts. Why was the sorcerer attacking you?”

      “Would that I could name it. Though she’s mortally injured my sister. Do you know of any mending spells? Carnomancy, mayhaps?”

      “I know a few,” one of the other males said. “Take me to her.”

      “Not so fast, Griff,” said Freddy. “We don’t know these people.”

      “Cassian,” Marsea shouted.

      “Highness.”

      “Take this man to my sister.”

      “At once,” Cassian returned.

      “I’ll stay here with you so long as you let your physician see to my sister,” Marsea offered. “Please. She’s only nine. If there’s anything you can do.”

      “Very well,” Freddy sighed, nodding to Griff and the dark-skinned girl before turning to the others. “Renzo, Seb, shackle the sorcerer.”

      “Thank you,” Marsea said, holding Freddy’s chestnut glare.

      “I’m Six,” the remaining woman introduced herself. She couldn’t have counted many more cycles than Marsea. Hells, not a one of them could.

      Marsea simply nodded her acknowledgment, her attention lowering to the wand in Six’s fidgeting hand, fingers twirling the slender, silver stick over and over and over again.

      “Obviously, we have questions,” Freddy said.

      “As do I.” Chin up, eyes hard.

      “I don’t doubt it. Would you mind housing your blade so we can get on to it…amicably?”

      Marsea studied Arch-mage Freddy. Despite the fancy title, he was average in every other way—height, build, appearance. Though she supposed in the right light he could be handsome, even with a crooked nose that had met its match on at least one occasion without a proper reset. A trivial matter, that. A sweet, little nothing. Less than nothing, in fact. The important thing here was that her gift sensed no threat in him, no malefic intent. As such, and much to The Widow’s chagrin, she complied with his request.

      “And your wands?” she said.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “That hardly seems fair. Or amicable.”

      “You have the numbers, don’t you?”

      Hard to tell, you lot appearing from the ether like a flock of hillside haunters, she thought.

      “Where are we?” she asked instead, deciding to curtail the plight of conversation from useless pleasantries.

      “I could ask you the same. A few days ago, we felt a massive surge of energy that ranged across half the globe. Took our trackers this long to pinpoint it. And wouldn’t you know it, here’s this freaky-ass new island right in the belly of the Bermuda Triangle, aka, ‘the creepiest place on Earth.’”

      “Earth. Is that what you name this moon?”

      “Moon? Earth’s a planet.” Freddy said, sprouting an impish smirk as he motioned up to a distant shadow in the heavens. “That’s the moon.” He glanced down and stomped his boot three times. “And what do you call this land we’re on here?”

      “We call it The Kingswood and the kingdom to the south, my kingdom, is named Lancastle.”

      “Your kingdom?”

      “My family’s kingdom, yes.”

      “Wait, did you say Lancastle?” Freddy and Six shared a curious look.

      “Aye. And why do you ask of it in such a fashion?” As though you know it.

      “It’s from a popular book series my sister used to read to me as a kid. They’re like fairytales. Like horror stories for children. There’s gotta be like fifty of them. Names like Vael Saga. Vaelsong. Song of The Vael.”

      “Nerd,” Six said with a snort.

      “Oh, like you didn’t read them.”

      Fairytales? What the fuck is going on?

      “Vaelsyntheria is the name of our moon,” Marsea said. “It’s where we’re from.”

      “And so, you’re what?” Freddy asked. “Royalty?”

      “Something of the like.”

      “And how exactly is it you arrived here, Highness?” Freddy inquired. “And what is that rotting black mass covering much of Her Majesty’s kingdom?”

      Marsea resented the way he said Highness, as though she were somehow mad or daft for the title, but quickly decided against arguing. “That was a creature created by the nether,” she answered. “And we arrived here by a ward ritual. Our forebearers named it a godsgate. But something went wrong during the spell, and this was the result.”

      “And how many are you?”

      “One hundred and seventy—” she held on to the last number considering those that had just perished and Rhymona’s suspicious absence.

      “Reports claim another large creature ranging east of here toward the Unified Colonies.”

      “That would be Rhyvariath. He is with us. Specifically, he is with my brother.”

      “Your brother.”

      “Remy.”

      “Does he control the creature?”

      “He and Rhyvariath have a sort of…bond, we’ll call it.”

      “And what is it, this Rhyvariath?”

      “A dracari.”

      “Dracari?” Freddy lit up. “As in a dragon?” He glanced away from her, a puzzled expression finding placement. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

      “Everything you’ve seen here so far, and you think I’m taking the piss now?”

      “But Vael Saga isn’t real. There’s no way. They’re just stories.” Freddy scratched at the backside of his long, dark mane of unruly hair. “But say they were real. Say I believe you. Or, at least, I’m willing to indulge. That would mean there’s a dragon loose on Earth. Titty-fucking Christ. Sixsmith, open a channel. Report back to Academance now.”

      Six pulled a strange, glowing square device from her half-robe shirt pocket, stepping away from them.

      “What’s Academance?” Marsea asked.

      “It’s home base. Part university, part planetary defense. This world doesn’t know about magic. Or at least they don’t believe it’s actually real. Nor do they believe in dragons.”

      “How can it not know about magic?” Marsea had never heard of anything so preposterous.

      “Because we’ve kept it from them. For their own protection. Those without the gift. That is the point of our secret society. Of Academance and The Arcanum Society. To prevent people from learning of it and lusting after it.”

      Marsea simply blinked at Freddy, slack-jawed, her attention diverting once Six began to speak into the small glowing square she held up near her face. She could hear another muffled voice speaking from inside it.

      “Twelve hundred years ago, the gift nearly destroyed this world and all civilization, rather, its bastard version did, an ancient primal evil known as Haxa,” said Freddy. “And though we’ve managed to keep it at bay since, its curse still haunts the place between worlds, a place called The Bloodbind, attempting a return every few decades or so.”

      “The Bloodbind.”

      “You’ve heard of it?”

      “Heard of it? I’ve been there.”

      “You’ve what?”

      “I’ve been inside The Bloodbind.”

      “You’ve been inside the…how?” His face wrinkled in bewilderment. “How the fuck are you still alive, for that matter? How did you survive the creatures there?”

      “There were no creatures. I was only there a short turn, mayhaps an hour, but we didn’t see another living soul.”

      “We?”

      “I was there with another. A friend.”

      Freddy gaped at her, rubbing fingers through the patch of dark stubble bearding his jawline, apparently at a loss for words.

      “What is it? Why are you making that face?”

      “Because The Bloodbind is a gateway to hell. Or so it’s said.”

      Hell?

      “Who the fuck are you people?” the Arch-mage’s expression grew comically perplexed.

      “Another cadre has already sighted the beast over Colony Thirteen,” Six announced.

      “Carolina,” Freddy muttered. “Tell them we need a division here ASAP. There’s two hundred people here.” He shifted to Six. “Get back to the ship and open a portal to base. Make sure they bring cloaking totems. A shitload of them. Enough to cover an island. Explain that the dragon is not to be attacked. And, for fuck’s sake, make sure they apprise Culterys this time. These islanders are giftborn like us. The council will need to determine a course of action.”

      “Rodger-dodger,” Six answered, brushing a loose curl of bright pink hair behind an ear before sprinting off toward the western wood.

      Freddy snapped back to Marsea. “Not to pile on, but you picked a fucked-up time to land on our little rock of horrors. Vigil Season began a few days ago.”

      “Vigil Season?”

      “The last of the previous Bloodbind battalion perished. Our former Headmaster. Mervold Perciya. Perhaps, his death and your arrival here are not as coincidental as first thought.” Freddy gazed up at the heavens. “Did you do this, Uncle?”

      “Mervold was your uncle?”

      “Not by blood. He was a close friend of my parents and treated me like a son after their…passing. We’ve always just sort of called him that.”

      “On our moon, there was an author of renown known as Mervold,” Marsea said. “And a university named Perciya.”

      Freddy shook his head. “Hunh. Crazy chronomancing asshole. I don’t know how he did it, your arrival here, but this is him, it has to be.

      “It is said by our prophets that with Mervold’s passing, the seal that held The Bloodbind in check will begin to fracture. As we speak, some of our best arcanists are working to repair the cracks. High-mages and Arch-mages alike. But there is still a strong belief that The Bloodbind will make a return to our world upon the sun’s eclipse, when the barrier between realms is at its most vulnerable.”

      New world. Same old bullshit. “And when is that?”

      “December twenty-first.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand this December twenty-first.”

      “That’s the day of the eclipse.”

      “Right, I follow that bit, but for context, how long is that from now?”

      “Three days.”

      Marsea nodded, swallowing back a snarky comment. Not to shit on your world’s misfortune, Freddy, but three days is a bloody lifetime compared to what we’ve been fighting through these past few quintweeks.

      “We’ve all hands on deck until further notice, and if Uncle sent for you, as I suspect, it must have been for a damned good reason. Maybe he brought you here to help us seal The Bloodbind should it return.”

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong, Freddy, but let’s not be overhasty in that conclusion.”

      “It took over seven hundred highly skilled arcanists to seal its rift the last time, and our numbers have dwindled greatly in the years since. It makes sense that Uncle would break the Black Magic code for reinforcements.”

      “Prize well, we’re not all giftborn here. There are those who may not have much of the gift at all. Though I don’t see why we can’t help your people while we try to acclimate.”

      “Of course, I realize this is a lot.”

      “You ordered more of your people to the island.”

      “I did.”

      “We are not your prisoners.” Marsea gripped the wrist of her glove so she could loosen her hand about the inside.

      “I never said you were.”

      “I’ve been through a coup and my father’s regicide, I think I know what a foreign occupation looks like.”

      “Your people will not come to any harm, you have my word. But this is a delicate matter and one that Academance will rightly dissect from a thousand different angles.”

      Marsea turned back to the thing wearing her brother’s face. “The changeling over there, when she awakens, I mean to interrogate her.”

      “To what end?”

      “Until her dying breath, if that’s what it bloody takes. She made to kill me, killed my sister, and may have killed another friend— the one I mentioned before from The Bloodbind. She’s gone missing.” The mere mention of Julia sent her mind spiraling once again. Everything was moving so fast. Too fast to take it all in. Too fast to keep up. Too fast for emotions. Too fast to think. Too fast for proper behavior. “Can I go see to my sister now?”

      “By all means. I’ll join you.”

      They hurried across the clearing to the circle of townsfolk near the tree line. By their hush and bowed heads, Marsea surmised Griff was not successful in his efforts. The circle parted as she neared and found Julia’s head in Hawthorne’s lap. Griff glanced up at her, sympathy in his bright blue orbs.

      “Where is she?” Pion howled from some nearby rest, just outside the circle. “Where is my sister?”

      The crowd parted on the side opposite Marsea, and Pion met her eyes, scowl in fine form, before his vision lowered to the last vestige of family left him.
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      You’re in control. Stay in control.

      Of all the horrors he’d beheld over the cycles, Julia’s body was by far the most shocking. Not because of the wound itself. In fact, the strike was neatly scored, producing only a single thin rivulet of blood upon impact. Rather, because of who the injury belonged to and how little she deserved to be the owner of it.

      Pick a soul, any soul amongst the wretched lot standing here, himself included, and he’d argue they deserved it tenfold more.

      I should have trusted my gut. I should have put my foot down. Forbade her. Not a week in my care and⁠—

      Pion felt his one good knee weaken and dug his cane into the dirt to keep himself upright. He could hardly take her in. His sister. Limp, frail, lifeless. Cycles of such a spirited, beautiful soul dashed to bits, and for what?

      Dunk explained about the wand strike on the race from the castle, Pion’s body throbbing, bones clicking with every hurried, hobbled step from the cobblestone avenues through the Kingswood brush, but there were no words to properly prepare him for the sight of his sister’s corpse. No amount of explanation to make such a macabre scene acceptable logic.

      He’d thought about injecting himself with another blood candle to push down the pain of exerting his body, but loathed what they did to his mind, and given Dunk’s account of the incident, and despite how badly he needed to see Julia, he wagered it’d serve little purpose being ripped-to-the-tits mad once he’d come upon her.

      And the gods know, he wasn’t wrong.

      Fury consumed him at the state of her. Someone had torn her shirt open to get a better view of the wound, likely the fat oaf hovering over her, but with an injury of this nature, provided its placement and severity, there was truly scant all to be done about it.

      “What the fuck happened, Marsea?” His words came out in a used-up croak as he dropped to a knee beside the fat oaf. Foolish, dithering words. Appropriate considering their halfwit host.

      “Can you help her?” Marsea asked.

      “Help her? Her heart is half missing.” He stared into the blackened, fist-sized hole in her chest until he beheld the other side of her bloody garment beneath the incinerated flesh and bone.

      “Can you use Burke’s?”

      Pion shifted to the fallen bluecoat absent the top third of his head. That is not how carnomancy works. He wanted to shout. Not with such a vital organ. And there’s no telling what other parts of her may have been ruined. Given the location, it’s likely that shares of her liver and lungs were burned through just as well. “No, I can’t fucking use Burke’s. Not in the time we have. And even if I fancied a bloody miracle here, what kind of life would that leave her?”

      “You’re not even going to try?”

      “You mean, am I going to further mutilate my sister’s corpse on a wing and a prayer because you fucked up.” He stood. “No, I’m not.” He glanced down at the fat oaf, who he only just then realized he’d never seen before. “You.” The man glanced up at him. “Will you cover her back up? I won’t have these insufferable ingrates desecrating my sister’s body with their gormless gawping.” He hobbled toward Marsea and another face he didn’t recognize. “Who is responsible for this?”

      “Lita.” Marsea answered, as though a daughter scolded. “This way.”

      He turned and glanced back at Julia, his eyes rising to Caitlyn’s. “Watch over her?”

      With a solemn expression, Caitlyn dipped her head to him.

      “She’s unconscious,” Marsea said.

      “Unconscious? I’m trying to figure out why she’s still alive at all,” Pion snapped.

      “I don’t know if you’ve taken account yet, but we’ve added a few new faces, haven’t we?” Marsea motioned a hand to her other side. “This is Freddy.”

      Pion sneered, passing on any sort of proper greeting. Freddy had the face of a skeevy scoundrel besides, and for the time being, that’s all Pion needed to know of him. “As it happens, I did notice. And where’s the lunatic in all this?” If anyone could rival his fury over Julia’s murder, it would undoubtedly be that of Rhymona Curie.

      “Missing.”

      “What do you mean, missing?”

      “We haven’t seen her since breakfast. She wandered off on her own. As she’s done the past two days. Only this time, we heard wand blasts and shouting and chased after it. That was when we came upon the changeling, and she fired on us. Before we could catch her, these folks appeared and stunned her, not to mention Broenwjar. And now they’ve got her in shackles on my order.”

      “Do you suppose she did something with Curie?” Pion inquired, allowing his intrigue to get the better of him. Apparently, he’d entertain just about anything to distract himself from Julia’s passing. Even asking about the wellbeing of a loathsome gutterwench as was Curie.

      “We’ll soon find out, once she wakes.”

      “We have salts on us,” Freddy said. “We can bring her round as soon as you like.”

      “Well, let’s bring her round then,” Pion hissed, ripping a wand out from inside his robes.

      “We cannot kill her, Pion. Not yet,” Marsea said.

      “She will be made to suffer,” he answered.

      “You better believe she’ll be brought to justice. Lest you forget, Jules is my blood too.”

      Pion caught Freddy’s reaction to Marsea’s words, taking it all in. This one has no idea what he’s gotten himself into.

      They halted a few feet short of the changeling, wearing Remy’s skin about like a fine new holiday costume.

      “Pass me the salts,” Marsea called to another pair of new faces standing guard. “I should be the one to wake Old Boy.”

      Freddy nodded his approval, and the short one sporting the ugliest jacket Pion had ever beheld, lifted a pouch from his belt and tossed it to Marsea.

      “Fellas,” Freddy started, “this is Pion, Marsea’s brother?” The sentence ended like a question.

      “We’re not…” Both Pion and Marsea began, “…related,” the warlock finished solo.

      “We’re step-siblings,” Marsea clarified as Pion kicked the sole of the changeling’s boot. “It’s sort of…it’s complicated…”

      “We’ll leave it at that then,” Freddy returned. “Pion, this is Renzo,” he motioned to the tall, dark-skinned soldier first.

      “Sup?” Renzo greeted in a deep baritone. Pion couldn’t help but feel jealousy at this absolute specimen of a man. The gods know, he appeared as though chiseled from stone.

      “And this is Seb,” Freddy nodded at the greasy one with the shit-colored jacket.

      “Yo.”

      Fucking formalities. “A pleasure,” he lied.

      A bestial growl filled the space to his left, and Marsea started up with her shushing and cooing as the dire wolf launched into a violent sneezing fit.

      “Bring her round,” Pion ordered Renzo, a finger falling to the release clasp of his cane blade.

      Renzo obeyed, and a moment later the wretch choked to life, turning onto her side, gasping heavily, and finally gagging. Eyes watery, snot running from its nose, lips bent into a snarl, this false version of Remy Lanier glowered up at him. “What the fuck are you looking at, Runt?”

      “A soon-to-be dead bitch.”

      “Tut, you?” It split a cough with a dry cackle. “I think not.”

      “Where’s Rhymona?” Marsea asked, filling the space next to Pion.

      “How the fuck should I know?”

      “Who were you firing at before you…”

      “Before I what, darling?” Lita simpered.

      “Before you killed our sister,” Pion snapped.

      “Oh, no, little Julia?” Her lips became a pout. “I would’ve traded her life for either one of yours, trust it true. Especially yours, dear princess.”

      From the corner of his eye, Pion caught Marsea’s hand as it lowered to the haxanblade’s hilt.

      “Go ahead, girl. Have a swing, but prize well, my master would not be best pleased you butchered his familiar.”

      “Your master?” Marsea asked.

      “Rhyvariath, of course.” The changeling smiled, its jaw unhinging slightly, making a freakish mockery of Remy’s form.

      “Fuck me sideways,” Seb said, leveling his wand at the shackled creature.

      “What’s that then, shit-dick?” Lita said. “Never beheld a changeling before?”

      “Reveal your true form, Litashoth,” Marsea ordered.

      “Litashoth? My, my, princess, aren’t we full of surprises?”

      “Even your future self hates you,” Marsea returned. “Conspires against you.”

      Pion couldn’t half believe what he was hearing. Every word that spilled out between the pair sounded like the barmiest bollocks this side of Fuck-all.

      “Sounds about right, knowing me.”

      “I’m serious.” Marsea ripped Blind Widow from her coffin. “Relinquish my brother’s shape or I’ll burn you in it.”

      “You’d be wiser to burn that bastard blade of yours.”

      Marsea thrust the haxanblade out, its tip holding just inches from the changeling’s face.

      “Marsea,” Freddy uttered.

      “For what it’s worth, we broke her wand,” Renzo said. “Bitch of a hex on that thing. She also had this on her.” He revealed a tiny wooden box.

      “A soul casket,” Marsea said.

      “Give it here, fool, before you fuck up and trigger it,” Pion said, snatching the soul casket from Renzo’s grasp. “Have us all soulless husks.”

      “All right, man, chill out.” Renzo replied. “No need to be a dick about it.”

      “I won’t be had by your manipulations, Lita,” Marsea grumbled. “Release my brother’s form now!”

      “Oh, fine.” Within a blink, the Prince of Lancastle’s shape disappeared, replaced by that of a middle-aged woman. A face Pion recognized as Lirae Thirsby. “Is this more to your liking?” The changeling’s shape shifted again to that of a male Ashaeydir, causing a string of curses and half-formed questions between Freddy and his band of merry fuckwits. “Or would you prefer something you consider a mite more menacing?”

      “What the fuck is that thing?” Seb asked, wand dripping bright gold giftblood.

      “It’s named an Ashaeydir,” said Pion. “They’re a race of monsters that tried to usurp our moon a century back.”

      “It’s actually somewhat comforting you’ve never encountered one before,” Marsea added.

      “Not yet.” Despite her disadvantage, Lita’s sass lingered, as her form shifted again to that of a y’deman woman with long, impossibly silky silver hair. “Put your wand down, mongrel.” She sneered at Seb.

      “Is that a fucking elf?” Freddy questioned.

      “Enough,” Marsea spat. “That shape will do.”

      A strange beeping sound rose from Freddy’s jacket, and he retrieved a thin square glowing device. “Go ahead.”

      “Aspen is on her way to you now,” Six’s voice answered. “With cadres Four, Five, and Twelve.”

      What’s this then? Pion’s eyebrow arched, taking in the interaction. Instantly, a thousand questions flooded into the front of his mind.

      “Damn it all,” Freddy muttered. “Is Jax with her?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Just three cadres then?”

      “So far.”

      “We’ll need ten at a minimum.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m working on it. Though you should know, cadres Twenty through Twenty-eight were sent with the Headmaster to collect our dragon friend.”

      “Thanks, Six. Keep me apprised of any council decisions.”

      “Ten-four.”

      “Redgrave out.” He said before stuffing the glowing square back inside his jacket pocket. “Where were we?”

      “Get up,” Marsea ordered Lita, moving back a step, halting at Pion’s side.

      The changeling struggled in her shackles, maneuvering to her hands and knees. Pion would’ve laughed at the sight had everything else not been so spectacularly dreadful. Had this cunt not stolen his sister’s remaining cycles. Had he any understanding of these foreigners and their peculiar glowing contraptions that allowed them to talk to invisible strangers. Had he any idea how to do anything useful beyond simply drawing his next breath.

      “Fuck’s sake, boys, get this murderous piece of shit on its feet,” Freddy said, before turning on Marsea. “More of us on the way.”

      “Mmm,” Marsea returned.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I think it best we head to the kingdom. Find a place to shelve your prisoner there. I’d like to gain a better lay of the land before my superiors arrive.”

      Marsea glanced over at Pion.

      “Go,” Pion said. “I’ll make sure Julia gets back to the castle. I’ll bring her to her bedchamber.”

      “I hate this,” Marsea said in response. Words that felt like a dagger to Pion’s wretched heart.

      “I know.”

      “I wasn’t japing about that haxanblade,” Lita said as Renzo and Seb hauled her up to her feet, each one holding an arm. “We need to destroy that thing.”

      “I don’t think so,” Marsea answered. “Besides, anything you want gone must be worth keeping around.”

      “That sword is likely what brought us here.”

      “Doubt that.”

      “Do you even know what it is? What it can do?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. You told me.”

      “It will only cause us more trouble. Trezsu is not a thing to be trifled with. Its properties are not meant to be exploited as it’s been with that blade.”

      “This way,” Marsea said, ignoring the prisoner.

      “You’ll regret discarding my advice,” Lita started. “We don’t belong here. There will be consequences.”

      At that, Freddy put another wand jolt into her, knocking her out.

      Pion watched after them for a few moments, running over the changeling’s words in his head. What all do you know, Marsea? What did this other Lita tell you about that sword? He made a pact with himself to question her about it once matters settled down a mite. Assuming they ever did. And he took a step toward the dispersing crowd, catching Caitlyn’s eyes as she glanced up at him from the last of his bloodkin.

      His vision lowered.

      Then came the ache in his chest where something like a heart still found some measure of function.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Remy couldn’t believe his eyes as the mainland came into view. He’d never beheld anything so grand in all his days. Towers tall as the heavens, dozens of them, and dozens more that rose higher than Lancastle Citadel. The kingdom was an explosion of colors, stretching as far as the eye could see, well beyond anything he’d ever heard of from Vaelsyntheria’s cities. They flew at a fair distance, skirting the outer edges of the great landmass for a while, navigating its islands and beaches, until the city and populace gave way to a dense forest and then countryside pastures where they landed in a clearing near a farmhouse and vineyard.

      At least something about this place appeared like home, the watchman thought as he stared out at the two-story manor in the distance. “I think for now it’s better to keep away from the populated areas, we don’t know how these folk might respond to alien creatures suddenly roaming their walks.”

      “And so of course we’ve got company,” Edgar said. “Riding horseback by the looks of it.”

      Remy followed Edgar’s gaze as a pair of bobbing figures approached in the distance. His hand lowered to Exylduin’s hilt. “Stay frosty.”

      “Cold as ice.”

      The riders halted some fifty paces away, pulling back on the reins. Both appeared to be female, wearing oddly fashioned hats and attire. Remy quite liked the look, all told, but quickly put the distraction to bed.

      “Greetings,” he called out to the riders. “My name is Remy Lanier. And this is my partner, Edgar.”

      Edgar offered a cordial wave.

      “No offense, but we ain’t too worried about you, mister,” one of the riders responded.

      “What’s that big one there called?” the other asked, their accents ghastly peculiar.

      “The dracari is named Rhyvariath,” Remy answered. “We are friendly. All of us. We are travelers who wish to learn a bit more about this place.” He squinted up at Rhyvariath, the sun beating down hard. “Mayhaps it’d be best if you held post here.”

      VERY WELL, the great dracari’s voice returned inside Remy’s head.

      “Is it all right to approach?” Remy called out. “Just me and Edgar.”

      “Girls, get away from there!” a man’s voice hollered out. “Get inside now.”

      “We mean you no trouble, sir,” Remy shouted. “We only wish to speak to the lord of this manor.”

      “Yeah, and you’re speaking to him. Say your piece and leave. We don’t need no damned spellslingers kicking in our door and scrambling our brains.”

      Remy and Edgar shared a befuddled glance.

      “We’re new in town, good sir,” Edgar started calmly, savvier with folk than Remy could ever pretend to be. “We only wish to better understand the kingdom south of here.”

      “Kingdom?” the man said, his stallion approaching at a trot, a strange metal stick pointed at them. “Ain’t no kingdom ‘round here.”

      “There are many towers and moving carriages within,” Edgar clarified. “Back beyond the wood and beach.”

      “You talkin’ bout Charleston?” The man was finally near enough that Remy could distinguish features. He appeared in his forties, had a salt-and-rust colored beard, and wore one of those queerly cut hats like the two girls. “They might run it like a kingdom, but a kingdom she ain’t.” He leveled the metal stick over Remy’s head at Rhyvariath. “Y’all can’t be here. We don’t want no part of whatever you’re in.”

      Remy dared a step forward.

      “That’s,” the metal stick lowered on him, “far enough there, boy. One more step and you’ll have a hole in your belly.”

      It would appear by his threats, the contraption in the man’s hand was indeed a weapon.

      DO YOU THINK IT WOULD BE BETTER IF I MADE MYSELF SCARCE? Rhyvariath asked.

      Couldn’t make it much worse.

      “I can sense your trepidation at my friend’s company,” Remy said, both hands held out before him, showing palms to the rider. “We are sending him away. Please lower your hand cannon there. We mean no ill intent toward you or your family.”

      Rhyvariath withdrew from them, the rider’s weapon shifting off Remy and back up to the beast as the dracari caught wing, rising high above them, as he sailed toward the eastern forest.

      “Better?” Remy asked.

      The rider’s eyes narrowed on him. “I done told you, you can’t be here. They’ll find you and us. And I can’t have that.”

      “Who?”

      “The gifted.”

      “Giftborn?”

      “They hunt outsiders like you.”

      “Hunt us?”

      “To make sure the world doesn’t know about⁠—”

      “Wait a tick,” Remy blurted. “Are you telling us you’re giftborn?”

      “Naw, but my wife is. My daughters. If they find us out here, they’ll…”

      A keen wind opened up in the field behind them, the grass swaying this way and that as a giant silver arrow materialized from thin air, followed by a second one flanking them.

      “Ah, hell,” the rider rumbled, before setting his stallion to a gallop, back toward the manor.

      The back part of the arrowhead opened up, and a group of strangely attired characters wielding wands filed out across the field surrounding them, numbering past a score. Two more flying arrowheads appeared in the distance above the patch of forest where Rhyvariath had flown off to, and another landed near the manor.

      I DO NOT LIKE THIS, Yvemathira said.

      Nor do I. An egg of crackling azure flame caught inside Remy’s palm.

      “There is no need for all that,” a man spoke from the crowd, arms tucked behind his back. He appeared older than the others, mayhaps in his fifties or sixties. “I’d rather hoped you would come along peacefully.” He sounded more Midaran than the rider.

      “Then you should order your soldiers to lower their wands,” Remy returned. “I presume that’s what they are.”

      “You presume correctly,” the man answered. An arm appeared from behind his back as he advanced and motioned for the soldiers to ease off. “My name is Erling Culterys, acting Headmaster of Academance Citadel.”

      “Rembrandt Lanier, King of Lancastle.” Remy closed his hand into a fist, quashing the Eldn fire conjuration.

      “King, is it?” Culterys returned. Chuckles and whispers made the rounds amongst the surrounding soldiers.

      “Aye.” Half a minute in and Remy already detested this obvious cad. Culterys quite reminded him of Vaustian, both physically and in his personality. Tall, commanding, and brazenly condescending. As though he were the gods’ gift to the world.

      “We located your little island,” Culterys said. “We’ve a contingent taking to her walks as we speak.” He stopped a few feet short of them. “I do wonder, what has brought you here?”

      “Here to this moon? Or here here?”

      “Both, I suppose.”

      “We’re here,” Remy motioned to the field, “because we needed to explore this world. To better understand it and its people. We arrived here by way of a godsgate.”

      “A godsgate?” Culterys’s chin rose. “Do explain.”

      MAYHAPS WE SHOULD WATCH OUR WORDS WITH THIS ONE, Thira said.

      Oh, he’s a right devious snake, I have no doubts.

      “It was a portal spell gone sideways. Though I’m no scholared magus. There are others amongst my people that might offer a more educated account.” I’ll play the dullard for now. Let him underestimate me.

      A SHREWD TACTIC.

      We do what we must.

      “No scholared magus and yet you conjure dragon’s flame without a wand or grimoire.” Culterys studied Edgar. “I take it you two are a gift-pair?”

      “We are both giftborn, yes,” Edgar answered.

      “But are you bonded?” A dark-skinned woman asked as she approached, long purple hair cinched into a ponytail that floated in the wandering breeze with a majestic allure. She wore an eye-patch over her left eye and a scowl twice as smug as Culterys spoke.

      “Not bonded, no,” Remy said.

      “This is my wife, Alara,” Culterys introduced. “Obviously, we are a gift-pair.”

      Remy held Alara’s death stare before the sorceress’s attentions trailed back to her husband.

      “Jaxon has arrived on the island,’ she said. “They are planning to meet Redgrave and his cadre at the castle. Evidently, there was some trouble upon their arrival.”

      “Trouble?” Remy uttered.

      “One of yours attacked a group of others, from what I’ve been apprised of. Three dead, a number of others injured. Academance has sent medical staff with the first wave of support.”

      “Shit,” Remy turned to Edgar. “Can’t even go a day.”

      “Sixsmith is ordering at least ten cadres to attend and an armada of cloaking devices,” Alara continued.

      “You spoke with her?” Culterys questioned, crossing his arms, clearly agitated.

      “Yes.”

      “We need to return now,” Remy said.

      “In time,” Culterys answered. “For now, I need more. And you need to understand the rules of this world. Namely, that the common folk do not know of magic. Nor do they believe in dragons. There’s no telling what damage you’ve done with this little excursion. How many people have seen you, taken videos of you and your beast, loaded them onto their sad little social media accounts? No doubt, we’ll be dealing with damage control for months to come. Provided we survive Vigil Season.”

      Remy simply blinked at the man, following roughly half of what he’d just said.

      “What is this Vigil Season?” Edgar asked. “Why do you worry about survival?”

      “I will explain in due course. Presently, we need to get you and your beast back to Academance. Away from the known world. Once we are safely beyond the veil, I promise you will have your answers. Will you come willingly?”

      “Willingly?” Remy repeated. “Meaning if the answer is no, you will use force?”

      “You cannot be allowed to roam the land on a dragon. As I said, you need to be educated in the laws of our world first, then you may receive permission to explore it.”

      This is beginning to sound more and more fucked by the second.

      I DO NOT DISAGREE. NOR DO I BELIEVE WE HAVE MUCH CHOICE IN THE MATTER. ONE WAY OR ANOTHER WE NEED TO KNOW MORE ABOUT THIS WORLD AND ITS INHABITANTS.

      “Before we go beyond the veil, I must return home,” Remy said. “I must see my sisters. Can you accommodate that?”

      “Yes, I suppose that will likely work best for both of our parties. But we won’t have much time. We will need to have your people off the island by nightfall.”

      “And why is that?” Edgar took the words from Remy’s tongue.

      “To protect you from the creatures of the triangle.”
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      “They’re what?” Marsea asked as the motley group trailed Broenwjar inside the castle’s outer gate.

      “Vampires that sort of live like…I don’t know…pirates, if that makes any sense,” Freddy said, Lancastle’s courtyard maze closing in around them. “We call them vamps for short.”

      “Or massive douchelords for accuracy.”

      “Thanks, Seb,” Freddy mumbled.

      “Happy to help.”

      “I don’t mean to be difficult,” Marsea said, guiding them through an archway to the next courtyard over. “And I know what a pirate is, but what in Vesper’s name is a vampire?”

      “Let’s see, how do I explain?” Freddy started. “They’re a parasitic-type creature with insane strength that feeds on human blood to survive.”

      “Sounds perfectly awful.”

      “It is, from everything I’ve found. Though believe it or not, many of them choose and prefer such an existence, even knowing the consequences.”

      “And they can only come out at night?” Marsea couldn’t quite wrap her mind around the correlation.

      “Pretty much. The sun fucks them up for whatever reason. Eats through their skin, turns their blood to ash, it’s a whole thing.”

      “But the blood curse also gives them some gnarly abilities too,” Seb added.

      “Such as?”

      “Well, they can walk on water for one. Salt water, at least.”

      “And they’re hard as fuck to kill,” Renzo said, resituating Lita, who was draped over one of his shoulders like a sack of mill feed. “What’s throwing me is that you haven’t actually seen one of them yet.”

      “It could be something about this place giving them hesitation,” Freddy said. “Either way, we shouldn’t chance it until the island can be properly fortified.”

      “Of course, I will need to speak with my brother about this first.” Marsea nodded at a bluecoat patrol wearing concerned faces. “They’re with me,” she called out. “More on the way. Be sure to apprise any other guardsmen.”

      “At once, Highness,” the one named Quimby said.

      “Place is bougie as fuck,” Renzo put in.

      “Bougie?” said Seb. “I’m getting more Evil Tower vibes.”

      “Evil Tower?” Marsea questioned, baffled by the word choice.

      “It’s an old school video game.” A valiant attempt to clarify. “Your queen is in another castle.”

      “Suddenly less bougie,” Freddy covered his nose as they crossed the threshold into the citadel’s lower halls.

      “The fuck, bro?” Seb cleared his throat. “Joint smells worse than a Taco Hut toilet the day after Cinco de Mayo.”

      “Yeah, you get used to it.” Marsea led them down the mostly deserted corridor, cutting onto a torchlit passage about twenty paces in, where she halted before an oil painting of a huntsman and his hound from many generations past. She removed it from its hangnail, leaning it against the opposite wall, then pried one of the stones loose that hid behind it. “Help me pull?”

      Freddy filled the space beside her, and together they dragged the door from its placement, allowing them entry.

      “Cheers,” Marsea puffed.

      “Nifty little trick wall,” he answered.

      “It’ll get us to the cellars quicker.” Marsea guided them down a cramped spiral staircase, which led to another dummy doorway. “Just a wee push here.” She placed a shoulder and hip against the stones and drove the whole of her weight into it. With Freddy and Seb’s assistance, it moved easily enough. It was veiled on the other side by a tapestry with the Lanier House sigil woven into its heart. Marsea frowned at the nether stains and bloody hand smears marring the gilded griffin crest.

      “Is this your family’s coat of arms?” Freddy inquired.

      “Yes.” She swiveled away from it, shadowing Broenwjar, as he padded deeper into the castle’s musty bowels.

      “What happened exactly?” the Arch-mage probed, keeping pace.

      “The blight happened,” Marsea said. “We’ve been working to remove all the bodies, but there was a considerable amount. The nether would infect us and enslave us. That was what we were fighting against and why we tried to send it through a godsgate.”

      “So, the nether made you what? Like zombies?” Seb asked.

      Broenwjar stopped at the entrance to the dungeon cellar.

      “I think. Like ghouls, but part of a hive mind.” Marsea ruffled the fur atop Old Boy’s head as she passed him by, leading the others into the dungeon walks.

      “Oh, damn,” Renzo said from behind the group. “Mutha fuckin’ dark ages called. They want their torture-porn back.”

      “No lie.” Seb marveled like a kid at a carnie show, despite the stench, glancing into one of the cells with a grille door. “Some retro-ass wizards and warlocks shit here though.”

      “This one will do,” Marsea dug out a chain that hung around her neck and held a collection of castle keys, including a dungeon key, using it to open the first door on the left. She hadn’t been down in the lower depths since her interrogation with Gilcrest and saw little reason to travel any further down the dark, winding path of cells. Renzo lowered Lita down atop a worn patch of straw against the far wall and they left her there, Marsea double-checking the lock on the way out.

      “It’s possible your brother may not be brought back here,” Freddy began as they ascended the secret passage stairwell. “The Headmaster is stubborn and mistrustful and may not risk it, preferring the safety of one of the citadels.”

      “Sounds like Remy. I wonder if they’ve met yet.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Seb said, holding out his strange glowing square as they reached the first floor proper. The device displayed a blurry visual of Rhyvariath flying from an overhead angle.

      “You know Culterys is shitting his robes right about now.” Renzo shook his head.

      “This burning glass,” Marsea uttered. “What mancy is this?”

      “It’s not magic,” Freddy explained. “It’s called a phone or a comm. Though I suppose, given your context, you could name it technomancy.”

      “Someone recorded it and posted it on their PixtaShare account.” Seb swiped a finger across the device’s face, and Marsea gasped at the sudden flow of pictures and similar type recordings.

      “May I?” she asked, and Seb handed her the device.

      “I take it you don’t have comms on Vaelsyntheria?” Freddy questioned.

      “Nothing like this, no.” She stared at the phone in awe, moving her thumb as Seb did to change the images. “I’ve never heard of this technomancy.”

      “We call it technology or tech for short,” Freddy said. “When we have a bit more time, I’ll show you how to use it.”

      “Understood. Keep me apprised,” a woman said, rounding the hallway’s bend behind Dunk and a quad of bluecoats, another Academance soldier at her side.

      Marsea stared at her longer than she meant. The woman radiated mystery. Though Marsea knew without asking that this was Freddy’s sister, Aspen. The resemblance was uncanny. Hells, their cheekbones alone made it obvious.

      As though by instinct, Marsea’s attention rose to the man at Aspen’s side who towered over the others, his gaze striking, his complexion dark and frustratingly handsome, not unlike Vaustian’s, causing an uncomfortable thrill to run her length from eyes to crotch.

      “Is this her?” Aspen asked.

      Marsea cleared her throat and handed the comm back to Seb. “Marsea Lanier,” she introduced herself, unsure why she felt the need to add her surname.

      “Six tells us you’re a princess.”

      “A
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