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For all those who have gone before . . .

There is only Love—and Stories.

All else is but a shadow dream.

COBWEB FOREST

Cobweb Bride Trilogy

Book Three

Vera Nazarian
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“Lord Death,” said Demeter, the Goddess of Tradition, as she filled the sterile Hall of bones with her golden light. “Before another word is spoken, you need to drink the water from the River Lethe.”

The goddess had cast aside her dark winter cloak that had been worn by her as the maiden Melinoë, and underneath she was still attired in her dress of pristine whiteness, the one in which she had lain in state as the Cobweb Bride.

And now, as everyone observed her transfiguration, her dress became a fine antique Grecian chiton of gossamer fabric, so delicate that it appeared to be wrought of pure radiance. At the same time, her body grew taller, more statuesque, attaining matronly curves, and her golden hair was now artfully gathered in a headdress, shaped like a braided crown of wheat and harvest sunshine.

The Hall itself—having been eternal monochrome and dull grey for time untold—was suddenly awake. It had been swept clean with a sweet divine breath, and given an aura of life. And now, everything glowed. It was like being within the heart of a great cocoon of infinite layers, dreamlike, warm, and fragile . . . like looking out at the world from the inside of an eggshell. For indeed, every bone in the Hall was now translucent, illuminated and backlit, so that one could see nearly through it and observe cream and honey radiance streaming from beyond.

Meanwhile, the obedient sentinel death-shadow belonging to the Cobweb Bride, moved away from the immortal goddess, for it was no longer bound to her. And yet, the death-shadow remained nearby, for it was now an orphan, impossibly separated from its mysterious true owner. It billowed sorrowfully, for it had nowhere else to go. . . .

At the same time, the mortals standing in the Hall—Percy Ayren, Lord Beltain Chidair, the girls, Lord Nathan, and Lady Amaryllis—were all bathed by the glow of the goddess.

The only one still untouched, still remaining in permanent shadow, was a grim man-figure, bearded in the angular manner of a Spaniard, clad in a gentleman’s black velvet doublet and hose, and wearing a wide starched collar of lace.

He was Death, his antiquated demeanor hailing from centuries before, out of the depth of the Middle Ages. And his face was a vacant spot, never to be observed directly . . . as though it was not there.

Death stood before the immortal goddess, still holding in his beautiful, sharp-clawed hand the small flask containing the shadowy waters of Lethe. He was motionless, possibly stricken with disbelief, fixed with the impossibility that was taking place all around.

And then Death moved. He lifted the flask—shielding it with one ivory hand from the golden radiance of the Hall, so that the liquid inside was given the amount of twilight necessary for it to physically materialize—and he brought it up to the dark obscured place where, it was assumed, were his lips. 

No one saw Death take the swallow, for no one could look upon his face. And yet, it was somehow made clear to all that he drank.

And then. . . .

The Hall illuminated in golden radiance started to grow dark again.

Swiftly the darkness approached, but this time its nature was different—it was the menacing overcast before a thunderstorm, the gathering of clouds that were not silver but true thick night. It brought with it sudden heightened contrast, a new quality—so that shadows turned from indifferent grey to profound black. And the honey light itself faded by several degrees, approaching monochrome, its warmth reduced into a slightly anemic cream hue. However the warmth could not be effaced completely, due to the presence of the goddess, and thus it still lingered in all things, flavoring them with a hint of life. But the shadows had fundamentally changed, for a new rich black emerged, populating the dim places.

A black of the Underworld. . . .

And with the advent of deepened contrast, Death transformed before their eyes.

The figure of the Spaniard darkened, coalesced, gaining in physical presence and tangibility. He was now ebony, a tall living statue cast of antique polished metal the color of midnight. His trappings of a stern gentleman faded into non-existence, revealing bare, coal-dark skin. Instead, he was now clad in a classical tunic that came to flow over his one shoulder, leaving his muscular beautiful torso exposed. The tunic, belted at the waist, was made of a strange unearthly fabric that appeared black one moment, silver the next, glistening like mother-of-pearl and constantly shifting and moving in the light. His powerful arms were now bare of sleeves, and there were wide braces of black iron at his wrists and around the biceps of his upper arms. Laced metal-studded sandals defined his powerful calves.

His hair, coming down to his shoulders in waves of a frozen night waterfall, was such an intense shade of black that it shone with a blue and indigo light.

And his face—at last it was fully visible, with its fine, hard, angled lines of exquisite masculine symmetry not found in mortal nature. His eyes underneath stern perfect brows were fathomless openings into a place without definition or end. A high Grecian forehead, a chiseled nose, austere lips and a clean-shaven chin, all balanced into a striking visage of terrible and mesmerizing intensity.

The god stood before them, feet planted wide, and he glanced about him in incredulity that turned into confident disdain and then just as quickly, sorrow.

“I remember myself . . . and everything else up to the moment of my oblivion, when I confined myself to this halfway place between worlds,” he said. His voice—oh, the profundity of its rich timbre, the rumbling echoes that filled the Hall in its wake. . . . “And then I remember only this dreary Hall and the occasional mortals who came here to find me. Since then, what has come to pass?”

“Welcome, Lord Hades,” replied the Goddess Demeter. “It has been many days. The world is broken. And your love—she is broken also.”

And saying this, Demeter lowered her face, and the aura of light softly surrounding her waned, while tears glistened down her cheeks.

The black God, who was indeed Hades, Lord of the Underworld—for Death was merely one of his aspects—observed Demeter with an expression of severe intensity. Once he had gathered himself under control after his initial moment of re-awakening, his face did not betray any emotion. Only his eyes, glittering and fathomless, reflected a moment of pain.

“Tell me, Mother of Bright Harvest,” he said. “What has gone wrong? Have we not drunk the water of Lethe as agreed, all three of us, in our designated places?”

Meanwhile, as this dialogue was taking place, the mortals in the Hall stared in fearful wonder at the gods in their midst—gods conversing as if they were not present.

“Yes,” Demeter replied, wiping tears from her cheeks with the back of one impossibly lovely hand. “We have all drunk once, as agreed. You were the last to drink. And while you stayed here and were eventually diminished, I took my daughter’s hand and together we flew to the distant Palace of the Sun. There, she drank her portion—only one sip—and I left her seated on the Sapphire Throne that brings her from the world below and conducts her back there every season. I left her there, for once she was without memory I had wanted her to recognize and learn anew that intimate, sacred place before all else—to remember her divine function. Finally I went to lie down in my chambers, hidden in the heart of Ulpheo—which is my own city, sworn to me ages ago, even though they do not remember me properly now and worship the One God. There I flew to rest and drink my own portion of Lethe.”

“And then?”

“And then,” concluded the Goddess, “I remember only dreams.”

Hades watched her with a stone gaze. “What you say is impossible. Why did you not remain cognizant? Lethe’s oblivion does not rob you of awareness and reason, only the past. . . .”

“I realize that, but now I know that something else must have occurred that took away my time and consciousness. For I was awakened elsewhere—not in Ulpheo but in the Sapphire Court, in a secret chamber underneath the throne—by this mortal who serves you—” and Demeter pointed at Percy—“and she was the one who broke the bonds of power that held my mind in a web of dreams and my body immobilized and enslaved.”

Percy found herself unable to blink from the overwhelming awe that filled her when Hades, the beautiful dark God, turned around and trained his gaze upon her. . . .

At her side, Beltain instinctively placed his strong steady hand at her waist, to support her.

“My Champion . . .” said the God softly, regarding her.

Percy felt herself drowning. Flashes of memory came to her, the incandescent overwhelming white from Death’s mindscape, where she had first met Death as the White Bridegroom, fair and glorious . . . and he had given her a fragment of his heart in a kiss.

“Yes,” Hades said, reading her thoughts. “It is my aspect also, the one that every mortal is gifted with, in their last moment before oblivion.”

“My—My Lord!” uttered Percy. “I am—that is, I know not what to say or think! Which is the real you?”

And surprisingly, Hades smiled. It was a light smile that barely moved his perfect lips and never touched his eyes—for they were utter pitch-black otherplaces. “You have now seen my real self in my three primary aspects. There are others—but not to be revealed. I am Death, the grey shadow that lingers in the mortal realm. . . . I am the White Bridegroom who conducts you all to the Wedding. . . . And I am the Black Husband—but only for one. . . . In this last and deepest form, none but a few know me. And yet, because the world has been turned upside down and inside out, my true self is revealed before you as it had never been revealed to any mortal soul outside my true kingdom that lies Below. As the Lord of the Dark Harvest, I rule the Underworld. And as the Black Husband I love her who is my Consort, my Dark Lover, Persephone whose name you bear, and who is Resurrection.”

Percy tore her gaze away from his endless abyss and attempted to incline her head in a bow. “My . . . Lord.” She stood, rendered numb, and then became aware that she was trembling. And again she felt Beltain’s strong hand upon her back, and now he was also holding her chilled hand with his own warm one, and squeezing her fingers. . . .

“Persephone,” said Hades. “Percy, Death’s Champion. You have tried to do my will and bring to me my Cobweb Bride. You have done well—as well as possible under the circumstances. But now—the task is still unfinished. The world was never meant to be deprived of my Dark Harvest.”

And Hades glanced at the orphan death shadow that was a sorrowful pillar of grey smoke, standing a few paces away.

“But—what can I do?” Percy asked, glancing at the Goddess Demeter. “I thought she was the one! The death shadow of the Cobweb Bride was attached to her!”

“That bond was only an illusion. While I was merely Death, a pale specter of myself, my full knowledge and power were also diminished. Thus, I could not tell the difference, nor recognize the immortality before me.” And Hades looked at Demeter with steady regard. 

“Then whose death-shadow is it? Where is this infernal Cobweb Bride?”

It was Lord Beltain Chidair, the black knight, who spoke thus, addressing the dark God with a fearless countenance. When the god turned the full force of his gaze upon him, the knight did not even blink.

“You ask me, fearless mortal?” Hades said with a surprisingly sardonic shadow-smile. “I may be eternal, but I am not all-knowing like Zeus, my Brother who rules the Skies. I was confined in this place and have no knowledge of events outside this Hall. However, all of you who have been in your mortal world—all of you have borne witness to the events unfolding—you yourselves contain the answer. Thus, I need to look within your memories to see.” And the god motioned to Percy, raising his sculpted ebony hand and offering it to her. “Come, my Champion, let me look inside you and search for her who is so elusive now.”

While Beltain frowned in worry, Percy approached Hades.  She took one step, then another. The closer she neared the more she could sense the invisible weight, the darkness thickening, the ghostly oppression around him. . . .

The God of the Underworld took her numb hand into his large, pitch-black own, and she felt a piercing charge of energy pass through her as her skin made contact with his—surprisingly not cold but warm and electric, and indeed impossible to describe.

In the moment of contact, she shuddered, and was instantly submerged into a dream.

Events of the last days raced through her mind with a rapid flickering displacement of twilight and fleeting clouds, sunsets replacing dawns, cities and human figures, and falling snow, in a multidimensional carousel of time. . . . She saw everything, lived through everything again, including her terrifying interactions with the dead and her glorious moments with Beltain. And then she was once again in that secret room underneath the Sapphire Throne, bathed in anemic lavender glow, and she was forcing the veil of energy, and shattering the infinity of cobwebs, releasing the maidens from their stasis—

“There she is, the Cobweb Bride!” said Hades, his voice breaking through the mesmerizing flood of rushing memories. And Percy came to, finding herself upright and back in the Hall of shadows.

The dark God had released her hand and was regarding her.

“You know who she is now, do you not?” he said softly.

Percy inhaled deeply and the image from her own memory stood out clear as day in her mind.

Leonora.

How did she not see it before? Lady Leonora D’Arvu was the only maiden among them all to “survive” being freed from the bonds of power. And yet—even then she had appeared to Percy to be pale and sickly, as though there was something slightly wrong with her, something off. . . . If it hadn’t been for the fact that she had no death shadow at her side, Percy would have eventually recognized her as someone dead.

She realized now that Leonora’s death shadow had been taken from her and attached to Melinoë instead.

But how? And for what purpose?

“Yes,” Percy replied audibly, to answer Hades. And then she added: “We had her, and we let her go. . . .”

She then explained to Beltain and the others what she now knew.

Beltain exhaled in frustration. “The Count D’Arvu and his family have gone away at the same time as we did. They are gone into hiding to escape the Sovereign’s wrath—where to, it is unknown,” he mused. “They could be anywhere!”

“Well, this is all very entertaining,” Lady Amaryllis spoke up suddenly. “But surely there must be a reliable way to catch this annoyingly elusive female Bride creature, once and for all? Why not send out one of those infamous Hell Hounds? Cerberus, is it?”

Amaryllis was the fastidious, disdainful, and sarcastic beauty from the Silver Court, dressed in clothing that had at one point been the height of fashion and was now rumpled and dirty from their recent misadventures. She, together with her companion Lord Nathan (even more disheveled than Her Ladyship) and several young girls, had inadvertently found themselves stuck in Death’s Hall after escaping imprisonment in Chidair Keep, sailing in a boat upon the River Lethe, and being “contaminated” by touching the twilight water. Death had told them that they had to remain here until the Cobweb Bride was found and the order of the world restored.

“Indeed! I would really love to get out of this woeful place . . .” the dark and handsome yet woefully unkempt and unshaven Lord Nathan said carefully, echoing her. He then glanced sideways, with a rational degree of caution, at both Hades and Demeter . . . who both seemed to regard the mortals with the same level of curiosity with which he himself might have observed a chattering squirrel.

“Oh, yes! I don’t wanna be stuck ’ere forever!” exclaimed a grimy and freckled girl by the name of Catrine.

“Me neither!” blurted Faeline, a small blonde girl dressed in simple village clothing, then put her hand over her mouth and glanced at Hades in abject terror.

The god seemed to observe her fear with amusement—indeed, all of their fears—for a faint smile returned to the corners of his dark chiseled lips.

It was rather curious, thought Percy, but Hades—this grim God of Death, oblivion, the demon Death-Thanatos, the Underworld, and every utter horror known to humankind—seemed to smile and find quite a few things amusing, in the short amount of time that she had been in his divine presence. 

And once again he must have read her mind. For the piercing gaze of two impossibly beautiful, pitch-black eyes slithered over her, making her skin prickle and rise in goose bumps.

I am not what you think, Persephone, my sweet Champion. I promise, in the end you will come to know me as I truly am. . . .

Percy blinked, then again found herself trembling. But it was not only fear, no; there was something else, something electric. The same kind of sweet prickling as she felt when she looked at Beltain—

No!

Percy was abruptly horrified at herself. And it was in that moment that she thought she heard divine laughter. In her mind alone Hades laughed, his heavy sensual gaze upon her, slithering dark, overwhelming sweetness.

Do not fear me, not in that way, his rich, low voice sounded inside her head. And do not fear yourself. You are mine in your soul’s essence, and thus you are drawn to me, and you respond to me. . . . You are Persephone, and yet you are not. You can never be her, my one and only love, just as I can never be him, your faithful true lover—this man who now stands at your side. You are thus safe from me, my Champion, safe from me and my regard. And he is safe also, the one you truly desire.

He is yours. I relinquish you to him for all of your mortal life. 

“. . . Percy!” Beltain was speaking to her, squeezing her shoulders, and she realized she had lost track of time, yet again, in a strange hallucinatory daydream.

But no, it was all the dark God’s doing. He had made it happen, and she was his instrument, and yet she was entirely her own.

And as she glanced at Hades she saw him barely incline his head in acknowledgement.

“My Champion,” said Hades, and this time he spoke out loud so that everyone heard him. “I give you the means now to find this maiden Leonora who had eluded us for so long. Her own death shade will lead you to her. It stands now, lost and forsaken, its natural life bond twisted by dark immortal sorcery, so that it does not know its master.”

And then Hades lifted his hand and he pointed to the pitiful billowing thing, the slate-grey pillar of death smoke, and he said, “Come!”

And immediately the death shadow floated toward the Lord of the Underworld, until it stood before him. It occurred to Percy that no one but Hades and herself—and possibly the Goddess Demeter—could actually see what was taking place.

Hades extended one jet-black finger, and he touched the air where the shadow paused. It reacted to him, as though to a jolt of invisible force, by writhing and contracting, then unfurling once more into the vague human shape that it owned.

“It is done now. It remembers itself and its true mortal bond,” said the God, while everyone stared in confusion. “You must follow it, as you would a hound, and it will obey you in every manner, as do all the other deaths out there.”

“I understand. . . .” Percy reached out with her own hand and called to the vaporous thing with a single thought.

Come to me. . . .

The death shadow immediately responded. Like a soft cloud of darkness it started to float toward Percy.

Stop.

The thing obeyed. It now hung in the air halfway between Percy and Hades.

“I assume there is something there,” said Lady Amaryllis with annoyance. “For I see nothing, and it very well better be something.”

“It is here,” Percy spoke, looking before her. 

“Aha! Well then, splendid!” Lord Nathan grunted and stood up from the bottom stair of the dais of the throne of bones where he had been reclining, and made a show of stretching. “But why in Hades—that is, begging all pardon of Your Divinity—why must this tedious quest be enacted yet again by this poor girl Percy and presumably an invisible ghost, when you are both immortal gods with untold powers? Now that you are free, and no longer bound by Lethe’s odious water and have your godly minds back, why not simply pop on over there as you gods supposedly do, and just grab this Lady Leonora and bring her here? You are gods, are you not? Or are you drunken louts? What is the point of power and immortality if you must employ peasant girls?”

There was silence.

“I would hush now, if I were you, Nathan . . .” Amaryllis whispered, with a very strange expression.

But Hades did not even turn to look at the insolent mortal. His face was now pensive and cold, like beautiful stone.

Instead, it was Demeter who spoke. “Unfortunately I have no influence over the dead. And Lord Hades has limited powers in the world of the living. Furthermore he must remain here at the source, the twilight place that stands at the entrance between the two worlds,” she said, and her bittersweet gentle voice was a warm breeze of ripe summer. “He must guard it . . . and he must prepare now. He must gather all his strength, for the coming struggle with his love.”

The countenance of Hades deepened with tragic gravity, and became even more remote, as the golden Goddess continued: “He alone has the ability to stop her. For my daughter approaches even now, with her armies covered in your mortal blood. Persephone, my lost child, comes to destroy and to conquer and to rule—the worlds Above and Below. And as she is now, he must never allow her back into the Underworld.”

––––––––
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Percy’s mind was reeling.

Persephone, her namesake, the terrible Goddess of the Underworld was one and the same as the Sovereign! She was the terrifying dark queen of the Domain, who had caused untold death and suffering and had somehow become what she was now.

She was broken.

Those were the first words that Demeter the bright golden Goddess had used to refer to Persephone of the Underworld. What did it mean?

Apparently the gods could always read thoughts, for as Percy thought all this, Demeter replied again. “Something else had happened to her, child, something after I had drunk the water of Lethe. I still do not know what it is, but something changed her. Something else other than her already overwhelming, bitter grief.”

“She is wicked! And so frightening . . .” Percy said.

“You do not know my Persephone, none of you!” Hades said suddenly, and his voice rang with angry echoes in the deathly Hall. “She was not like this! She had never been like this! The murder, the destruction—yes, I have seen it all in your memories, Percy, you who are my Champion—and none of it makes sense! She was deep in mourning, yes, and so was I, so was my Lady Demeter of the Bright Harvest—it is why we have drunk the waters of Lethe together, all of us, to forget. . . . But now—now I am in mourning yet again, this time for my lost love!”

Percy felt a cold heavy weight fill her chest. There were so many unspoken questions, burrowing inside her. “My Lord,” she said. “When I find the Cobweb Bride, and she is reunited with her shadow, will that make everything right again? Will it cure your Persephone? Will it . . . heal her?”

“No.” Hades looked at her with his tragic eyes. “If you had asked me this question earlier, while I was still under the influence of the River Lethe’s oblivion, I might have answered differently. But now my mind is clear again and I have learned the extent of the destruction. Thus I tell you in truth: no. The resumption of the Dark Harvest will only begin to heal the world. Whatever had happened to my love, it is something else entirely.”

“I believe,” spoke Demeter, “that she may be responsible for what has happened to all mortal things, but I do not know how or why. I suspect she herself bound the Cobweb Bride and bound her death to me in paradox of immortality, and thus made all death stop as a result.”

“Once and for all, how does that work, exactly? The death stopping part?” Nathan spoke again, rather fearlessly, scratching his wildly tousled head of dark hair. “What I don’t understand is how can Percy, Death’s Champion, put the dead to rest individually, when death has ceased overall? Why cannot Death—Lord Hades—perform this task himself?”

Hades turned at last, to look in the mortal man’s eyes, and Nathan was transfixed.

“You ask, and I will tell you,” said the black God. “Death is the Dark Harvest. It is my common and best-known function in the scheme of the world. I reap all of you mortals in a continuous sequence of cause and effect. Imagine a mortal harvest of wheat in the fields of your own world. The peasants come out as one, and the land is worked tirelessly by the masses, in orderly fashion, and the wheat is cut and gathered and loaded onto carts. Imagine next, the first sign of inclement weather. If the harvesters do not finish reaping before the storm comes, they are told to stop and return home, for it is useless to work effectively in the rain while the stalks and chaffs of wheat grow heavy and laden with water and the ground turns to mud. The harvest labor has been halted—indeed, the remaining crops are about to be ruined—but an individual harvester, armed with a scythe, can continue working despite the bad weather, if willing. He or she will not get much done, but will manage to do something, nevertheless. 

“Such is the situation now—Percy is my Harvester, and she may manually reap individual souls on my behalf. But such reaping is not effective, nor can it maintain the eternal order of things in the mortal world. The Dark Harvest itself must resume, a great mechanism of being. The Cobweb Bride is the rainstorm halting the Harvest, and she is a small cog caught in the gears of the machine, a cog that has jammed and now prevents the entire great mechanism from running.” 

Hades went silent and looked around him at all the mortals gathered in the Hall.

“It is now time for you to go—all of you.”

“What? We can leave also?” Nathan and Amaryllis spoke in near unison. And the four girls, Catrine, Faeline, Regata and Sybil, exchanged glances of excited relief.

“Yes. You were made to wait here in my Hall because Death, my most limited aspect, was not aware of the whole truth. You have been marked and tainted by the waters of Lethe, but nothing prevents you from departing into the mortal world. You will however carry the taint with you—the taint of mortality and the premature yearning for oblivion.”

“Good heavens, is that all?” Amaryllis gave a disdainful laugh. “I’ve been yearning for oblivion and relief from this tediousness of being stuck in the mortal coil for as long as I can recall, Lord Hades—indeed, much longer than a few days or weeks.”

“Your propensity for ennui has indeed been stupendous,” remarked Nathan, glancing at her. “As for me, I’ll take a nice dish of braised beef long before I’d take oblivion.”

“Take care, mortal maiden,” said Hades very softly, “that you do not yet regret your indifference for life. . . .”

“She does tend to take many things for granted,” Nathan said. And then he added, “Now that it’s all decided, when may we depart?”

Percy was about to speak, but Beltain neared her and she again felt his powerful armored frame standing behind her like a wall of safety. “While Death’s Champion searches for the Cobweb Bride, what happens here?” he said. “And what of her, the goddess who is Persephone, the one whom we knew as the Sovereign? Her armies ravage our homeland even now, and the Realm falls before her. Is there any hope of stopping her?”

“That, I cannot tell you,” Hades said gravely. “Your Realm may fall, and the entire world after it, before she finally comes to knock at my gates here. I can feel her even now, slowly approaching. Even broken as she is, I feel her, always. Even when my mind was not entirely my own, under the influence of Lethe’s waters of oblivion, I felt her as an anonymous entity that compelled me to linger in this shadow Hall, at times confusing my yearning for her with a yearning for the Cobweb Bride. Now, Persephone is moving north. And she comes for me.”

“What will she do, My Lord?” Percy whispered. “What does she want, really? Conquering the world seems like such an—empty thing.”

“Conquering the world is nothing. The world is already hers—has always been. She is hurting, even if she does not know it. She may want simple destruction, or she may want revenge for all things she has had to suffer. . . .”

“What things? This is your wife and consort that we are speaking of, is it not? Have you been beating her, Lord Hades?” Amaryllis inquired archly. “Seriously, what odious manner of revenge might she want to extract from you? And for what?”

“You do not know of what you speak, O mortal maiden with a bitter tongue,” said the God, “and I may not tell you.”

“Oh, but Lord Hades, do feel free to enlighten us.”

“Amaryllis. . . .” Nathan cleared his throat. “You really ought to desist at this point.”

“Will both of you, Lordships and Ladyships, shut up already?” said Catrine, the freckled urchin. “That is, ahem, beggin’ pardon—but enough, please! Before the Lord Hades strikes us all down for your big an’ fancy fool words! Me, I just wanna be outta here!”

The Lady and Lord of the Silver Court went immediately silent and stared with amazement at Catrine.

Percy took the opportunity to speak. “It is indeed time to go, My Lord,” she said to Hades. “How shall we proceed out of this Hall?”

The Lord of the Underworld was again impassive, his beautiful face becoming a mask. He glanced at all of them, at the Hall of bones and sea of cobwebs high overhead, and then he walked up the dais back to his Throne of Ivory. He sat down, pitch-black and unreal upon the ivory, a study in impossible contrast.

Unlike his limited Death aspect, Hades sat upon the Pale Throne like a confident master. Where Lord Death reclined, lingered, Hades dominated the seat. Braced hands came to grasp the bone armrests, and his back was straight against the tall chair.

“Now,” the black God said, “tell me where you would go, all of you. And I will send you there in your next blink. First, all the rest of you. Then, leaving for the last, my Champion. Speak now! But think well, before you decide upon your destination.”

“Oh dear . . .” Amaryllis said, taking a few paces to stand at Nathan’s side. She then looked up at him. 

“Uhm . . . where to, my dear?” Nathan said, finding himself suddenly at a loss. 

“I suppose we could go home to my Papa’s northern estate in Morphaea, or to your family’s lovely residence near the court in Duorma—”

“There is no Duorma,” said the black knight. And then he quickly related the events of the city’s disappearance, as had been described to him by the Duke of Plaimes. “The Kingdom of Morphaea is in shambles,” he concluded. “The Sovereign and her Trovadii army have passed through it on their way north, and the Silver Court is likely besieged.”

“Where then shall we go?” Nathan’s demeanor was for the first time truly grave and serious.

“To Silver Court, naturally,” replied Amaryllis.

“But it is under siege, my dear. We will be in grave danger—”

“Perfect,” replied the lady. “It is precisely where I would like to be.”

Nathan signed. “It is surely madness, but then, we have always been the League of Folly, have we not, sweets? Well then. To Silver Court!”

“Close your eyes, mortals,” Hades said, looking at them with his mesmerizing gaze.

Amaryllis took Nathan’s hand, and then they both shut their eyes.

Hades snapped his fingers.

A small funnel of grey wind appeared out of nowhere, moving like a dust devil, and it spun wildly, growing larger. In seconds it arrived behind Hades and his throne, standing behind him like a wall of moving air. Overhead, the cobwebs billowed wildly, everywhere airborne dust arose from the floor . . . and the jet-black, softly curling hair on top of the God’s head was now moving like undulating snakes. . . .

Percy had no time to blink more than twice, when Lady Amaryllis and Lord Nathan were simply gone.

“Who is next?” Hades said softly.

Regata and Sybil looked at one another, and they stepped forward, fearfully. “Home, Your Divine Lordship,” they said. “That would be Letheburg.”

“But Letheburg is under siege too! It’s surrounded by a dead army,” Percy reminded them.

“Yes, my accursed father’s army,” Beltain added. “Duke Hoarfrost and all the undead rabble of the Kingdom of Lethe have gathered outside its walls. Do you really want to go there?”

“Well, we have nowhere else to go,” red-headed Sybil said. “And besides, Grial’s there too, isn’t she?”

“Oh, what the hell—Hades—I mean, hell! That, is, beggin’ all pardons!” Catrine said, stepping forward to stand with the others. “Then I’ll go to Letheburg too, since my sis Niosta is there with Grial an’ all. Isn’t that right, Percy?”

Percy nodded.

“So be it,” Hades said, bathed in the unnatural wind, and his voice was that of a serpent. “Close your eyes, all three of you.”

“Wait!” Faeline exclaimed, and then hurried to stand next to Catrine. “Me too, please, to Letheburg—since I got nowhere else to go, and Chidair Keep and the whole town is all full of dead soldiers, an’ besides, I never seen the fancy town Palace there!”

Meanwhile Lord Beltain Chidair shook his head. “You have the whole world to go to, and you choose Letheburg?” he remarked, for the first time in minor amusement. “Why not southern France? Italy? The green isles of Great Britain? Arabia? Imperial China? Anywhere else but this sorry Kingdom of Lethe!”

But the girls were all standing together, some of them clutching hands, and their eyes were squeezed shut.

“Goodbye, Percy! We’ll see you some time!” Catrine cried out at the last moment, and her voice was suddenly a fading echo, because Hades snapped his fingers, and all of the girls were gone.

Except for the gods, only Percy and Beltain remained in the Hall—and behind Beltain was his warhorse Jack, which the black knight held on a lead.

“And now, you, My Champion. And you, mortal man—take good care of her, or you will answer to me.”

At which Lord Beltain Chidair looked directly into the eyes of Hades and said, “I will answer to none but myself, if anything were to happen to her. For I follow her unto the end of the world, and neither you nor all of Heaven could judge me more harshly than I would judge myself, were I to fail her. Fear not, Lord Hades, I will be with her always.”

In reply, Hades smiled.

Percy felt a sudden pang of warmth at the black knight’s words and the sound of his rich baritone timbre. The sweet warmth poured through her like honey, her breath quickened, the sound of her pulse beginning to race in the temples, and she now looked at the God of the Underworld, ready to proceed. And then she turned to glance at the disembodied death shadow of the Cobweb Bride.

“Yes, call to it,” Hades said. “For now I will send you all to the place where the maiden Leonora hides from the world. Bring her back to me together with this pitiful death of hers so that I might unite them at last—but take care not to perform the deed yourself, for it must be done properly by me. You may travel through the twilight shadows from anywhere in the mortal world. Merely think of this Hall, and the twilight will return you to me.”

Percy nodded. She reached out to Beltain who instinctively reached for her also, and her fingers were encased tightly in his large warm hand.

“Close your eyes now,” said the Lord of the Underworld. At his side, Demeter stood now, right next to the Pale Throne, and her golden aura was permeating the wind and the bones. . . .

But Percy faltered. “Before I go to do your will, My Lord,” she whispered, “if it is possible, I would know one thing. Why have the three of you drunk the water of Lethe? What have Persephone, Demeter, and Lord Hades wanted to forget so much that you took away your own memories of all things? Why are you in mourning?”

There was a pause. Even the funnel wind seemed to slow down its circular constant motion behind the throne. The gods regarded her.

“We wanted to forget one child,” Hades replied after a heartbeat of silence. “Melinoë, our daughter.”

And then Percy blinked, and the world went dark.
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​Chapter 2
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Claere Liguon, the Infanta and Grand Princess of the Imperial Realm, stood before the tall arched window of the opulent chamber allocated to her on the upper floor of the Winter Palace of Lethe.

She was slim and fragile—a young girl of sixteen fixed into permanence by untimely death which rendered her into a doll of porcelain and spun glass. Her pale bloodless skin now bore a ghostly hint of a strange, grayish-green patina, and her great smoky eyes sunken in dark hollows imbued her face with ethereal pathos.

She was dead and yet she was animate. She was undead, for in this broken world there was no death to grant anyone the final oblivion. And thus the dead girl gazed with fixed, unblinking, apathetic eyes at the busy scene in the square below.

Outside was dreary winter . . . and war.

It was late afternoon, and the overcast sky was the color of thinned milk streaked with silver. Already the daylight was being leached from the panorama of snow-covered rooftops far beyond the boundary of the square, and gradually replaced with early bluish shadows.

It was the fifth day of the siege of Letheburg. Endless columns of weary soldiers and carts filled with artillery supplies populated Lethe Square. Infantry ranks of pikemen with torches instead of their usual pole arms, and musketeers in cobalt blue colors of Lethe lingered in formation while waiting for orders, before being told to march to the city walls in order to relieve those who have been fighting upon the lofty battlements for hours, holding back the attacks from below, as the endless army of dead men assaulted Letheburg. 

They were thus defending the city for two days now, in shifts—two days straight, around the clock, for unlike the living soldiers, the dead took no breaks and needed no sleep. 

The first attack started in complete darkness, with the moon hidden behind a deep overcast, a few hours after midnight of the third day of the siege—just like that, with no warning, and no meaningful reason to explain the timing. The city soldiers patrolling up on the battlements—who had spent the last two nights in a heightened state of alert and had grown somewhat slack and weary of waiting—had the surprise and then shock thrust upon them. 

Dark silent shapes started to pour over the parapet walls and immediately there was chaos. Torches and beacons flared into life, fire of every sort was brought out, and a fierce senseless melee commenced, during which the defenders barely managed to beat off the first wave, when the next began. . . .

The city garrison soldiers burned the dead or hacked off their limbs—the only two means of halting their relentless approach. They rained fire and dropped burning bales of straw, poured boiling oil, which they then lit with arrows, and managed somehow to maintain their line of defense.

Yet for how long?

The city resources were limited, and their incendiary resources even more so, because the arsenals were stocked with supplies intended to be used against normal living enemy soldiers—men who could be killed in regular combat and did not require so much flammable material as did these things of winter-frozen flesh and bone. . . .

By the second day of this, the King of Lethe, Roland Osenni, was in despair. He hand sent carrier birds with messages to the Emperor of the Realm and to anyone he could think of, requesting assistance. And so far, no one had responded.

And now, Claere, the Emperor’s dead daughter, stood witness to yet another closing day of bitter relentless drudgery for these poor soldiers—for war was drudgery of the worst sort, and this war was even more dire. “Normal” war was the kind where one went through the motions and turned off the human portion of the self so that one could cut up, pierce, dismember, shoot, or otherwise end other living beings, sometimes with the ease of accident, and if one was lucky enough, then from a distance, without “getting one’s hands dirty.” This war involved methodical precise butchery, a series of intimate and up-close actions that had to be taken—a precise removal of limbs, one after another, or a thorough immolation in flames—in short, a complete eradication of the enemy to the point that the enemy no longer had a recognizable, much less human form.

This was physically intensive, brutal work. The soldiers of Letheburg were not only tired of fighting, they were tired of the unspeakable acts they had to perform simply to stop each undead enemy from repeatedly coming at them. They had put away, for the most part, their normal weapons—arquebuses and muskets, bludgeoning maces, pikes and other pole arms—and instead wielded bladed weapons for cutting and oil-soaked torches. And this was only the end of their second day.

Claere watched from the window with her stilled glassy eyes, and she could see the dejected movements of the tiny figures far below in the square, the imperfect formations, the filthy rattling carts that were getting refilled for the hundredth time at the city arsenals and had been driven back and forth through the freezing and melting slush of the city roads to the walls and back.

It was impossible to feel anything but slow malingering despair. 

And yet, because she was a thing of stillness herself, a sad, quiet, dead thing, Claere was almost fascinated by the fact that the world still went on around her, and all this was happening, this slow massive engine of war. . . .

War against her own kind.

What makes me any different from those other dead? The ones who stand outside the walls and climb it like ants, relentlessly, united by a single purpose? They come and do not care that they burn or they become stumps without limbs. They just keep coming.

And she thought yet again, for what immeasurable time, What then is my own purpose? Why am I still here? Is it to stand thus, looking through the window, like an effigy? Why am I here?

A knock sounded at the outside door of her chamber. It was soft but somehow determined, familiar, and Claere thought she knew exactly who it was, who it would always be.

“Come in,” she said, forcibly drawing a breath into her stopped lungs, reviving them momentarily for speech, and it sounded like a wound clockwork mechanism of subtle gears.

He opened the door and came into the room. She heard his footsteps, knowing them without having to turn around. If she had a heartbeat, it would have been racing by now, restarted in the same manner as she activated her lungs.  But her heart was stilled—stilled by his hand, oh-so many days ago now—and there was nothing that could make it quicken ever again, not even the agitated fluttering of living thought in the flesh prison of her mind.

Her thoughts—they were the last and only things alive.

He stood behind her, not quite near her, yet close enough that she could sense him somehow, maybe his breathing, maybe the sound of his own living, pounding heart.

For there it was, yes; she could almost hear its constant rhythm.

“I thought you might want some company,” he said. His voice was soft, but cold somehow, or possibly very much under control.

It was always the same words. For some reason he never knew what else to say, in those initial moments when he entered her room. And he came so often now, it seemed. . . . Indeed, he spent most of the dreary siege days in this room of hers, and frequently a portion of the night or dawn hours—for he slept very little, and she, being dead, slept not at all.

“It is good to see you, Marquis Fiomarre,” said Claere, without looking around to actually see him, but “seeing” him nevertheless with every fiber of her stilled, lifeless, cotton-thick, insensate being.

He was silent.

Long moments passed, the late afternoon outside turned blue, and it was she, the dead one who had to move first, to turn around slowly, with a creak of her delicate limbs, and be faced at last with his presence.

He was dark, fiercely handsome in the swarthy way of the olive-skinned southerner, with wavy raven hair, black eyes and black brows, a chiseled nose and a pleasing jaw line. There was some residual bruising along the planes of his face from the heavy beating and punishment he had sustained in the Imperial prison many days ago now, immediately after he had struck that dagger through her heart—just as death had stopped, which kept her in the world of the living.

He was her murderer. And now, in a strangest twist of fate, he was also her loyal companion.

“What news?” she said. Not because she really cared, but because she wanted to hear his voice, more of his cold-yet-intimate voice, in the hollow silence of the darkened chamber.

Soon, there would be no more daylight, and the royal servants would come in to light the fireplace and offer her candlelight, which she often refused. But with his presence here, she might allow it . . . a single candle. 

“Nothing new, I am afraid,” he replied. “The shift has changed again, and the soldiers from the walls go to collapse and sleep, while the evening shift takes their place.”

“How many casualties?”

He sighed. “No one is counting.”

“What—what do they do?” she said softly. “What do they do once they die? Do they change sides immediately and fight their own regimental brothers? Or do they continue to fight for the city?”

The Marquis Vlau Fiomarre was looking at her with his very dark, very liquid eyes. “I believe it is different with every man. Some turn and become the enemy. Many others do not. I’ve heard that quite a few Letheburg soldiers, who are slain, bravely stay on the walls to fight. Being dead, they are very useful, for they can stand up on the battlements with no fear of arrows or musket balls striking them, and they can shoot flaming arrows with less haste and hence better aim. Others yet, once dead, retreat from the fighting altogether, and return to the city to their families. Some merely sit in the snow. . . .”

“I am glad,” she said, “that they retain humanity—those that do.”

“Yes,” he replied, never taking his gaze off her.

Another lengthy pause. The servants arrived as expected, and the fireplace was soon turned into a reddish-gold source of warmth. Before they exited, a candelabra was lit in the corner.

“What of the King?” Vlau Fiomarre asked. “Has he been to visit you today?”

“No, only you.” Her answer came in a soft measured creak of her lungs.

And suddenly Fiomarre’s face turned a shade of red that appeared to be a kind of darkness against his olive skin.

“I—” he said woodenly, as though he were the one dead, “thought you might want some company. . . .”

Claere’s face was blank. But her thoughts, oh, her thoughts fluttered and beat against the dense walls of her body’s prison. She could almost feel it then, a living response that she once knew how to make with the muscles of her face . . . a smile. It hovered at the corners of her fixed pale lips. “Yes, I know,” she replied. “And I appreciate it.”

––––––––
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In another part of Letheburg, on a small cobblestone-paved street called Rollins Way, snuggled between other houses with overhangs, was a little brown building with a shingle up on top. The words “Grial’s Health & Fortune Chest” were painted on the shingle in large red and black letters, and it swung somewhat crookedly above a friendly storefront window with lacy chintz curtains.

The first hues of twilight started to fill the streets with deeper shadows when the freshly painted red wooden door of the house opened, and out came Grial herself. She was a middle aged but youthful woman, with an extraordinary frizzy head of dark hair that was at present covered up with a large winter hat with a wide brim and scarf flaps wrapped under her chin. Her shapely and buxom figure—usually clad in a stained patchwork housedress with a dingy apron over it—was hidden by a coat. Her face, with its very dark eyes, was handsome, and its expression energetic.

“Well, who would’ve guessed? Looks like another chilly evening before a chilly night!” Grial said in a sonorous voice that rang brightly and echoed along the street. 

Behind her, three girls came out of the house one by one, all dressed for winter in coats, hats or shawls, and mittens. They were all holding large loaded baskets and unlit torches.

“Wait here, dumplings, while I’ll come around with Betsy.” Grial locked the red door behind them and headed around the corner into the tiny alley and to the back.

Lizabette, Marie, and Niosta nodded, and stood waiting, stomping their feet against the sludge-stained and slippery cobblestones.

“Say, ’Bette, you got a red nose already!” Niosta said teasingly, looking at the somewhat sharp-nosed older girl dressed in a reasonably nice coat with buttons and a stylish hat. Niosta herself was a permanently grimy-looking skinny urchin with a streetwise expression and freckles spotting her nose and cheeks, wearing a ragged hand-me-down coat and a relatively new borrowed shawl from Grial.

“Don’t call me ’Bette, rude child,” responded Lizabette with minor irritation that was mostly for show and dignity. And then she involuntarily brought her gloved hand up to her face and drew it against her nose, while the white vapor from her breath curled around the glove fabric. “Br-r-r, it is rather chilly already,” she observed. “I dread to think how nasty it will be when it gets dark. Especially out there near the walls where the wind really blows.”

Next to her, the third girl, Marie, olive-skinned with very black doe-eyes, was small, dark and mousy, dressed in a much-darned old coat, and at present shivering already from the bitter freezing air. “Very cold, yes,” Marie responded, speaking with an awkward accent—for she was originally from the Kingdom of Serenoa, a foreigner from the Domain.

Moments later, Betsy, a large creamy-pale draft horse, emerged from the alley, pulling behind it the familiar cart, with Grial in the driver’s seat.

“Whoa, Betsy!” Grial said cheerfully, then stopped the cart in front of her house. “All right, ladies, pile in! Be sure to set the baskets down carefully. We don’t want anything falling out and landing on those icy cobblestones.”

The girls started to bustle and loaded the cart, then climbed in from the back. 

“Is everyone ready? Let’s get moving then!” Grial struck a flint and then lit two of the torches, placing one at each corner of the cart in the front near the driver’s area, to illuminate their way in the darkening city. The torches sprang to life, golden-orange beacons that colored their faces with honey warmth and immediately dispelled the blue and indigo shadows.

And then Grial loosened the reins and Betsy moved forward in a steady and confident walk, on their way to the city walls.

The torches flickered merrily on both sides as they moved through the shadowy streets, and it was a time when city lanterns started to bloom also, as the lamp keepers climbed up to check the oil and trim the wicks then add the flames with long matches.

“Look there!” Marie marveled often. “Oh, how pretty! Such round glass shades around those lanterns! And that one is long and square and all frosty!”

“I like that one!” Niosta chortled and pointed to a corner lamppost of a wider street that had a large black hat stuck on top of the glass and metal frame.

“Some poor fellow will be missing his head gear tonight,” Grial said, guiding Betsy past the hatted streetlight. “On the other hand, tonight this lantern is going to be the warmest one in all of Letheburg! Just imagine how envious those other lanterns all around it will be, probably going all silly gossiping about it too—”

Marie giggled and rubbed her nose, and even Lizabette had a smile on her face.

“Say, will we be goin’ all around the walls again, Grial?” Niosta said.

“Of course!” said the older woman. “How else will the good soldiering gentlemen up on the battlements get their cinnamon apple pies?”

They turned onto a yet larger street, and suddenly there were clanging noises of metal and voices, as several columns of soldiers jogged by.

“It’s so nice and pretty, with the evening lanterns here, that I’d almost forgotten there’s a war going on,” Lizabette said sadly, as they sat waiting before the street crossing while the columns of soldiers passed.

“Yes,” Grial responded, and in the orange light of the two torches her eyes appeared pitch-dark. “It is always easy to forget the things that are so very wrong that they shouldn’t even be happening in the first place. Just stop and look at the lights and the sparkling snow on the roofs and all those stars overhead, and goodness, it’s like the bad things don’t even exist, if only for just a moment. It’s rather nice, I say, to stop now and then and just take in a peaceful moment or two. . . .”

Soon the soldiers had moved on and they could continue also, turning onto the big boulevard and approaching the city walls.

As they drew near, a new sound became audible, a dull roar, constant like the surf, and punctuated by crackle of flames—great bonfire-loud ones—the clash of metal against metal, and harsh male shouts of effort and pain. 

It came from the battlements of Letheburg, under relentless attack.

As Betsy pulled the cart closer to the edge of the city structures where began the pomoerium, that last wide vacant space between streets and the outer walls, the girls froze with grim fearful expressions, all beauty of city lights and glowing lanterns forgotten.

“All right, dearies, make ready,” Grial said, driving them into the pomoerium that ran like an inner moat all around the city on the inside perimeter of the walls. It was at present filled with soldiers of all ranks and formations, a mess of running men and carts, of sergeants-at-arms yelling orders, and constantly moving traffic in every direction, including vertically, as supplies and men went up narrow stairways and ledges up to the top, and came down, carrying the wounded. . . .

At least, with the world being what it was, they did not have to carry their dead brothers, for the latter walked on their own, some away from the fighting, others assisting the living. No, not all the dead had abandoned the cause of Letheburg.

And right overhead, as the girls stared, there were the city walls, massive and unbreachable. The battlements with their crenelated tops of parapets were silhouetted in black against an infernal ruddy aura of what was a conflagration burning outside, just beyond the walls. It painted the sky angry red against the coming night.

The conflagration, set on purpose by the defenders of the city, was their main defense against the attacking enemy.

Grial drove the cart slowly parallel to the walls, and the girls stared in silent horror at the wounded and the dejected and the utterly exhausted soldiers. But—there was no time to think or contemplate.  They were here to do work.

Grial stopped Betsy and the girls hopped out and started unloading the baskets and unpacking the cloths covering them. Inside, the baskets were filled with breadstuffs and pastries, freshly baked—all day by the girls themselves, together with Grial. Lizabette, followed by Marie and Niosta, moved out, approaching each paused or seated man who looked like he needed it, and handed out the food.

The soldiers, covered in soot, tar pitch, smoke, and blood, looked up gratefully and took the apple pies and tarts and pastries and ate them up in hungry instants, wiping the crumbs from their chins and beards. They muttered their thanks, and gave brief smiles, and often waved at Grial who remained seated up in the driver seat of the cart. She in turn waved and grinned, and called out names of individual soldiers—for remarkably she seemed to know everybody.

A few moments later, they got back in the cart, their baskets much lighter than they had been, then Grial drove Betsy onward, for another length of wall, until they came upon more clumps of wearied or wounded. And again they stopped, got out, fed as many people as they could. 

They weren’t the only women or civilians doing this. The girls noted many others, also armed with carts or large bags and some pulling or driving wheeled kegs and rolling barrels of ale and beer, or dragging big-bellied kettles of hot tea set on top of wheelbarrows. Yet others came with linens and medical supplies to help clean up and bind the wounds of the hurt soldiers. 

Every stop they made, it was a marvel that they never seemed to run out of apple pies. “It’s got to be Grial’s special magic!” whispered Lizabette to the others with a knowing look, as she opened her basket yet again to find a few more pies and tarts on the very bottom—even though she had been certain she had already given out the last one to that lamed soldier with the scowling jaw who merely grunted his thanks as he chewed the apple pie.

The evening meanwhile grew darker, until it was full night. The sky turned black, and the tops of the battlements appeared to be silhouetted against hellfire.

At some point they came to a spot in the wall that had disappeared entirely, and here there was a desperate barricade erected, and a very fierce battle going on in ditches just before and beyond the barricades. A cannon was positioned with its great muzzle pointing outward, and it was loaded periodically and made to fire great blazing balls covered in pitch and set aflame. A wave of the enemy dead was pouring in at the barricades, pushing at them, and yet somehow the defenders held their spots, raining fire and brandishing great torches on the ends of poles that once were pikes.

“Grial! Get back, sweetheart, it’s too deadly hot here!” someone shouted, and the girls and Grial saw an officer commander look at her—his face badly cut up, grotesque in the infernal light—and gesticulate wildly for them to move off. 

But Grial smiled a wide grin and waved. And then she looked at him with her very dark gaze, and next, stared intently at the breach in the walls. Where she looked, it seemed the shadows undulated thicker, and beyond them, the enemy dead roiled, and yet somehow did not make the effort to approach.

Grial looked away then, her face illuminated with the two torches burning on both sides of the cart, and then with the same grin of encouragement she snapped the reins lightly and they again moved on, past the breach and the barricade, and onto the relative safety of the once-again-solid walls. . . .

Another quarter of an hour later, they had driven up to a large angular bulwark section of the walls, with a stairway leading up to the battlements, and here there were three of the very large city cannon positioned permanently, aimed in three directions at the outside. The cannon were firing every few minutes, like clockwork, as the artillery soldiers manning them worked madly to keep up. Smoke and tar pitch was everywhere, and the stink of gunpowder and sulfur was so overwhelming that everyone started to sneeze.

“Is it time for the good luck charm?” Marie cried in order to be heard above the thunderous din.

“It sure is!” Grial cried back.

“Oh, goody!” Niosta chortled.

They stopped the cart near the wall, and this time Grial tied up the reins and told Betsy to stand there like the excellent girl that she was, and she herself got out of the cart also.

The girls, having done this the previous night, knew exactly what was coming.

“Two torches, girlies! Each one of you take two, and follow me!”

They did as told, and everyone, armed with yet unlit torches, carefully stepped through the snowy slush and walked up the very narrow stone stair that ran parallel to the wall and ascended very slowly upward, holding on to the walls for good measure. For indeed, there were no outer walls to contain the stair hewn directly alongside the main wall rock, and one wrong step could cause them to fall a hundred feet. Lizabette, walking up ahead, appeared to be particularly stiff and pale, for she apparently did not tolerate heights too well.

When at last they had climbed the parapet to the very top of the battlements, they ended up in the one of the few secure spots where the enemy fire from the outside could not reach, and only the friendly city cannon spat out their fireballs through narrow special embrasures. Several artillerymen nodded and smiled at Grial and the girls with infinite weariness, then turned away and got
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