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Prologue- It wakes while we sleep
In a time of gods and monsters what is the worth of a man?
Note from the author: The awakening started a domino affect across the whole of Ketelas causing the demise of the Armas Empire, wipe out of the water tribes and the death of three eminent and revered dictators; Matheo Tolijo, Lenette Archson and Geneivieve Archson. The awakening came at a time of change in our world, shifts of power, a time where mere Arcanes became gods and those gods formed into hideous monsters. I would like to say there were signs, seers who warned us, animals that called to us—but like a titan wave falling over a city, the awakening came so suddenly that none of us had time to pack our things or catch our breath. It came in the year 1860, at the winter, when death blew a chill through the air. 
The Eldeste were trapped in a battle with the rebellion they had tried to put down for centuries, the Toljio dynasty continuing like clockwork, the Witchen were up to their usual strangness. The Armas were on the precipice of their whole system of government and political climate changing. The Yarrows, specifically … and … were trapped in continus marriage spats but otherwise doing their usual backing the Eldeste and keeping peace in their kingdom using a mix of religion and wealth. Lastly, the water tribes; well the western world of Ketelas had stopped hearing from them long ago painting them like they did the Witchen as ‘barbarians’ but in the year 1860 they were going to start hearing from them and this time they were going to choose to listen. 









Chapter 1- The one who walks among us

“One must pay dearly for immortality, one must die several times while still alive.”
· Federick Nietzsche

Eji was an isel that felt like a ghost town at night, Flatfalls specifically since after days of pleasantries and drinking when the sun set the scribes started their work hours. Their shifts began when the sun dipped under the skyline, the navy blanket of a skyline and the moon waved hello. Jasper had been walking for days between Flatfalls and …after taking a boat from Crinchest to the Isel of Eji.
Now as he climbed bending and curving golden steps he thought of the last time he remembered being here, to long ago to name the reason why or the events that occurred but recent enough that he remembered this place well. The glitz and glamour of the pure gold fifty stairwells, the rooms that buy some magic celling’s felt endless despite a floor being closely on top of them. The art. He saw the art begin as he climbed his way to floor twenty-five where Scorpius Brewthorn researched, he felt after his meetings with his spies he knew Scorpius far better than Scorpius did. Scorpius was arrogant, immature despite being five and thirty he was an arrogant immature creature of habit he visited the same pubs, food places and brothels every week.
 The art began at the entrance a golden hand reaching out to invite you in, the hand of one of the first bloodlines, the Mournings, a long dead bloodline. The Mournings were revered though, tall warrior looking Eldeste would have been great soilders unluckily they themselves became a stepping stone to power and they crumbled. The Mournings beckoned him inside and he stepped into the twenty-fifth floor of the Great Library, into the precipice of the start of history. 
Jasper looked around wearily scanning his surroundings he was too aware he had been hunted til now and for someone like him who killed prey easily without remorse that was a rare feeling. With a mix of awe and caution he took in his surroundings, the twenty-fifth floor like you would a meal, chewing every sight. The bookshelves were as big as houses, in fact the whole floor was bigger than a village.  The shelves were white marble, simple but elegant with more history carved into them, the first few started with creation; the three, then the families evolution then slowly moved on to depict wars the many wars the Armas caused, the first families fighting the Claws, the Claws winning and taking the first families land and then the victorious conclusion (that did not happen so suddenly, but rather after plot after plot) the first families beating the Claws. It was funny how rewritten the histories had been by the ‘Great Archson’ Lenette always as he’d learned early on had a knack for spinning stories in her favour.
Jasper came up behind a long line of bookshelves, finally, after walking through hundreds of years of histories hands that pushed him along from the walls and celling’s they were connected too. The bookshelves he came up behind pointed the way to the man he’d came to see, like big gold pointing fingers. 
“Scorpius, you’ve been asking about me?” Jasper inquired leaning on a bookshelf a few feet behind Scorpius desk, the bookshelf was small, elegant and gold and only came up to Jasper’s hip, he was the size of a teen boy, so this was not to say much for the height of the bookshelf.
Scorpius practically jumped from his desk into standing position to face Jasper. Once Scorpius set his eyes on Jasper fear beat at his eyes like wind. 
Jasper just tilted his head upward as if proud and gave a dark smirk. 
“Oh, by the firsts, your him, how can you be him? How can you be real?” Scorpius questioned anxiously his voice hitching with anxiety. 
Jasper preserved the smirk on his face as he talked like you would a dead body,” I suppose I come when called.” Jaspers deep brown almost auburn eyes danced with delight, “or when threatened.”
Scorpius’s pale skin turned paler, his sharp forest green eyes darted around, “we are meant to handle abnormalities in history, that is my job you are one.” 
“ How smart of you to know that” Jasper praised sarcastically, “however, I know as I’m friends with someone upstairs, the Archson does not place people on my case, the same way she does not place people on the case of the firsts, or the rather the first bloodlines.” 
Scorpius stiffened in his robe (the standard scribes uniform) coloured entirely in white except for a scarlet sash that hung down from his shoulder showing off his high rank. The robe showed every tiny muscles movement in Scorpius’s body, Jasper watched making sure the scared scribe wasn’t going to pull a knife on him. 
“What do YOU know?” Scorpius inquired, his jaw clenched he was mad he thought he was one of the few to know the truth of the Eldeste. Maybe he thought he was the only one too before Jasper appeared he did rank that high, he was well respected had served on the council twice. 
Jasper’s long hair flew in his face as he tied it up with old rope, his long brown locks about as controllable as he was himself. “ I don’t know why don’t you tell me who I am? And then I’ll tell you what I know. How about that?” Jasper said with a wink and dark grin he preserved on his face like you would preserve a dead body as Scorpius began to talk.
Scorpius’s forest green eyes stared at Jasper slightly delighted, the clever clogs liked showing off then Jasper thought, “your seven hundred years old, the oldest being on Ketelas, you have travelled all over the world and became a new person every..” Scorpius thought his head going from side to side as if to say every so so often,” every seventy years or so, not to young to be suspicious or too old. You have killed many, you’re a murder, a rapist, and worse a criminal…”
Jasper rolled his eyes dramatically as Scorpius continued, “ you helped the Armas murder your own people, you trained the Tolijo’s children. You were alive during the battles of the Armas, Eldeste and Claws, the battle of kin in 1100, the battle of daughters in 1290 and that’s just to start…” Scorpuis trailed off as he turned his back to Jasper and started turning through multiple piles of old worn scarlet book on in freshly polished oak desk. Now he was getting comfortable, get a smart man talking about what he knew he always got comfortable fast, after all Arcanes all have one thing in common ego is our biggest ignorance. “every battle since those dates somehow you were a part of like a ghost you haunt the history books, your someone’s brother, some princesses lover- Lirael Toljio’s, Nymeria Archsons, Noctara Claw, all of theirs, you were a young general, you are everywhere. But what I can’t figure out is why gods why you are always so young?” 
Jasper always had a knack of forgetting what he looked like, how wiry, how young immortality makes you think of yourself as older despite your exterior depicting you as a one and six year old man. It always threw people off. 
In response Jasper keened his head sideways and asked, “ is that all you know?”
“No!” Scorpuis responded, “ I also know you are one of the only male Witchen!”
A big smile erupted across Jasper’s face, so big it threw light into his eyes. He cackled perhaps sounding slightly Witchen like in that moment so much so maybe he would now boast one of their ginormous noses.
With another laugh Jasper stepped forward, “ and where did you say your autobiography was of me again?” 
Scorpuis smiled pointed sideways towards a blue novel then sheepishly with an anxious look changed his mind, “ I will only tell you if you let me live.” Scorpuis said the whole sentence looking at one of the massive back walls filled with the books as he was too scared to meet Jaspers eye. That was his mistake as he turned to face the strange man he realized Jasper had closed the distance between them in the short time it took Scorpuis to finish his sentence.
“ Too late.” Jasper simply said he grabbed Scorpuis’s neck which stood a foot taller than him and twisted sharply and precisely like he had thousands of other times. 

With the sharp crack of his neck breaking Scorpuis fell sideways hitting his head on his oak desk as he went down. The gold carpeted floor beneath his feet highlighted his death like it was a painting, a canvas if you will a clean canvas. And as he lay their dead his bright green eyes staring at the stories of history he knew so well on the celling, his head painting a crimson line on the golden carpet, Jasper grabbed the blue novel and walked out of the library. He turned his back on the well-known corpse which would be discovered in a few hours- not that Lenette would care- and as he walked from the floor the lights cast him in a sepia golden hue that made him look from a distance like a god. And who’s to say in someone world he wasn’t?
















Chapter 2- The water tribes- the awakening

The Water tribes had noticed that waters misbehaviour. Its odd patterns appearing, its inconsistent waves sometimes intense sometimes, one after another minutes apart. Something strange was in the sea and not the usual deathly magic sort, like the sirens of crackens. No the water tribes knew well of them…this was something new. The Mirths had been the first to point out the strangeness, but as usual they were dismissed by the other water tribes the Mirths were known thieves possibly trying to laur people into a trap. Then the Crests had called out from their isles and before long the Meadows and Farlights had all leapt on their humpback whales and sharks to go explore. 
“The firsts be dammed, this night is as hard as when the sea was made son.” The Great Father Meadow commented, between his whales thrusts up and below the sea. 
“Com on Father, you may be bordering on ancient but you are not that old now. The sea is older than the firsts.” His son, Baron Meadow replied itching at one of his many tattoos, the newest which showed his previous whale Kaiden named after the warrior who conquered the giant isels. His slightly smaller whale rode beside his father’s seeming far more worn out. The remainder of the riders from his tribe rode behind him at a respectful speed, giving way to the King and heir. The heir rode just in front of Baron her grey hair flying behind her as she rode her whale without even holding onto it, she leaned back as she rode her back arching. 















Chapter 3- Noah
“ You can tell the goodness of  a man by how he treats people who give him nothing.”
· Unknown

He left the bed cold, but he knew that his company would not get lonely. The bodies pouring over the old fart were like liquid, and clothes and rags sleepily draped over him and his other companions reminded him of the simple fact. Noah Francis Ilk checked over his shoulder just as his body let out a wet retch. Noah hobbled drunkenly toward the pitch-black bathroom-or at least a room he hoped was. His feet began to slip under him as he slid of the floor, his hands raced for a hold as he fell down and nearly sighed with relief. He flexed his hands on the cool marble toilet seat as a wave of vomit surfaced up his throat. Noah felt himself keen forward in the toilet bowl, felt chunks spill from his mouth. Then he felt a hand, a hand drift up his shoulder. He keened forward further, the hand circled his shoulder blade with a finger. 
“In a---” Noah started, his body punctuated the word with a gag and chunks. He blinked rapidly, lifting his head from the whole between the seat and his vomit. His head slipped forward, then up as his grip tripped sideways to meet the hands eyes. The hand . The man standing above him averaging if he would guess at two feet was stitched with wrinkles and a ginger beard. His hair was matted a deep orange, his eyes thought possibly some sort of grey in a different light looked milky white. The man that stood before him, completely naked- which Noah did not appreciate from this angle, looked in his late sixties. A pretty smile played on the mans lips. Noah liked his smile.
“Hey Lad,” the man sniffed, “you didn’t happen to see me Gufta’s did ye?” the man huffed a puff of smoke slithering its way out of only his right nostril, his left did the same after a delay.What in the firsts did Patrick want with these..men. He was somewhat worried what he called them might be overheard, he was really not sure what he was on and really not sure if what he was saying was in his head or spilling out his mouth. Noah pushed himself up of the floor and shook his head.
“Mighty shame that is,” the old man rasped deeply, “you and me enjoyed quite a few of those together.” He gave a perky smile as his hand made to land on Noah’s shoulder. Noah walked briskly from the room, his feet stopped however the minute they hit the edge of the thick lush purple carpet. The bed was the entire room, its sheets silk, its frame gold its pillows as large as a mans torso. One man rested on the left bedframe one hand clasping the backing, one rested at the foot his body tipped nearly of the bed, one sat in the middle and one lay on the right side. They all watched him. They were all ginger, Patrick had a type. Noah felt unease prickle up the back of his arms, he watched them awkwardly wondering what they were looking at. Ten seconds passed, then twenty then he looked down. Great, he thought as he looked at his completely naked body. 
The man in the middle of the bed perked up, “You’re a nice one.” He tilted his head, making his long orange hair topple down his shoulder to his left arm. He watched him with intent eyes. Noahs eyes landed on his jeans slung over a mirror hanging from a golden chain near the foot of the bed. Noah jumped for them and slipped, causing them to somehow fall all the way under the bed. He turned to booing. 
“ Laddy, come on..” the tall ginger man recently in the bathroom, scolded almost parentally his hand rested on the marble doorframe as he spoke. “We are here for fun.” 
Noah grappled at a sheet on the bed, he knotted it around his waist. 
The half-asleep dwarf looking man muttered in return to this, “ Fucking fun.”
“I’m afraid gentlemen my fun has long passed, good day to yo---” Noah stopped short his voice cut off as he turned to face the tubby mid sized ginger haired man. He was of stocky build, his muscles on his forearms and heavy stomach indicated that. Noah swallowed nervously. Well shit. 
The mans head titled sideways once more, this time hungrily. “ Fun.” He pushed off the wall forcing Noah backwards. 
Noah’s head whipped back quickly to catch the taller ginger man circling him. Then forward as he brought his knee up and rammed it into the ginger man’s crotch. He cocked his fist at the mans surprised groan and kept punching. One after another until the man fell. He didn’t look back as he sprinted for the marble staircase. The white sheet, embroided with some sort of gold animal flew behind him. Fucking Crinchest, fucking marble, fucki----his thoughts were cut off as he hit the staircase. He leapt from step to second step and ducked quickly as someone aimed a heavy clock for his head. Noah made to hit the last step, his breath coming in gasps. But the clock cracked down the steps, or what remained of the clock and as his foot hit the step. 
“FUCKING GODS!” Noah yelped as he both slipped and embedded glass in his foot. He forced his eyes open through the pain, his breath dusted the fine gold carpet as he looked over his shoulder. Forcefully he pushed of his belly; so much so that his head spun. At the sound of fat footsteps above Noah sprang into action and managed to retch the glass from his foot. He felt the blood soak the carpet and coat his foot as he scrambled up and hit the seconds staircase, just in time to see the three men hit the bottom of the first. He locked eyes with the raven haired man as he hit the third step. Then he lost his eye contact just as he heard the man screech a sentence in a sound that he swore was identically to a ravens.
“Give us our fucking money, you cheap shit!”
He made it to the last step and out the door just as he heard the last of it. He pumped his arms hard to keep running and did not stop. 
-------
15 minutes later he was standing, sweating outside of Sally’s Stallion’s. Passers by were giving him odd looks, thanks to the sheet he was wearing due to his lack of clothes which billowed as he walked. They were no doubt whispering about ‘Sally’s whores’, once again. The only salvation of his dignity was the sheet. He shoved open the door with a heavy sigh, squinting through the heavy streams of sunlight. The customers tossed him odd looks to as she swept in the sheet behind him, he stomped towards the counter. Ringing the bell a few times angrily with his palm when he didn’t see Sally at the desk. A tall bald man in leather came striding out of the back door. Noah stopped ringing as the man laid eyes on him and stood up straighter in an attempt to keep his dignity he held onto the sheet firmly now with both hands, strapping it tight around his waist.
“Where’s Sally?” Noah blurted. 
The man shrugged his shoulder nonchalantly before saying, “Out.” The man looked over the counter after a few seconds and cackled. 
“Do you know when she’s back?” Noah asked, not amused. 
“Nah man,” the man said but added after a second, “ what can I help you with?” 
Noah gestured at his bare body. 
The man stifled a laugh, “what can I do with that? Sorry if your used to the carriage but…we ain’t hands on like that.” He raised his hands as he said the second part and distanced himself slightly. 
Noah sighed, “ No that’s—I’d like to make a complaint.”
“Ah.” The man said pulling a notepad from his pocket and a form, he eyed both before flipping the notepad open. “ What type of complaint? Business complaint? Dealer complaint or partner complaint?
“Partner.” 
The man scribbled down the answer, looked over the form again and said, “partner misconduct? Abuse? Or other?”
“Other.” 
The man couldn’t stifle his chuckle as he said with raised eyebrows, “ yeah…we get a lot of those. What’s the mans name?” 
“Patrick Andrews.” 
The man looked up his eyes wide open, “Patrick Andrews, my god your serious…that man ohh he still cracks me up. We had another complaint man left the body right in the act of it DOING IT WITH HIS GRANDMOTHER. Stupid old bat was blind thought it was the best night of her life.”
“You’re joking.” Noah said, reeling back with disgust. 
“Nah not at all, hope you got luckier than that poor fuck. What incident occurred?”
“My body got left early and the man forgot to pay some common whores up at towns square.” 
The man nodded and scribbled. “ Anything else?”
Noah paused. “Do you have a lost and found?” 
The man closed the pad and scratched his neck, making his ginormous muscles flex in his arms and big barrel chest. He gestured Noah to the back door. 
Noah was sweaty and itchy, the only clothes that were available were ridiculous. The pants were a mahogany brown and only stretched at maximum just above Noah’s ankles, if you thought that was bad it gets worse. The upper pants particularly the part cushioning his buttocks was two sizes two small. Every time he moved a step he got a reminder of that as the pants rode further up. He kept getting reminders until eventually his butt went numb. The shirt was terrible, definitely not Noah’s style it had been dyed clearly with some sort of yellow flower and was an overly orangey, energetic yellow colour and was too tight on Noahs chest.
Noah sighed looking down a himself as he started hobbling home, “of today of all day’s I hate midgets!” 
---
Once making it through the door Noah whacked out his arms sideways and ripped the shirt, this start to the day made him in no mood to even bother donating these clothes. He had no clue what connections those fancy whores had and if they’d find him but he most certainly knew if they did Burnie and Darwin would have a great big laugh about that.
--- 
Noah made it down to the sparkling Saphire Inn around noon after crashing from exhaustion for a few hours. The wooden barn doors greeted him with their rugged friendliness and Noah looked around as he entered to find Jim crashed out on the wooden bench in front of the bar. He didn’t bother trying to ask Jim where Darwin and Burnie is, Jim wouldn’t wake til dusk as usual. He was the Sparkling Sapphires best customer so the Burns put up with a lot. Noah coughed clearing dust out of his face and then Darwin danced out of the barn doors leading to the kitchen and back alley on the other side of the Inn. He waved his hands in jazz hands and tapped his feet rhymtically to the beat of the rhythm in his head. He then twirled a few times and arrived in front of Noah.  
Noah chuckled, “ which girl was it today?”
Darwin smirked, “ Sandy, Mandy?”
Noah raised his eyebrows, “ Sandy or Mandy?”
“Well only one of them, if that’s what your asking.” Darwin’s flame like hair and hooked nose jumped around as he spoke at a fast speed. He generally spoke at a 2.5 speed and had a lot of energy in his body as he spoke, he was ether dancing or his hands and legs were fidgeting. Right now Darwin’s legs were fidgeting and his small body, half torso, half leg was standing perk and a little to upright. Darwin was strange in a good way. He tapped on the wooden floor, he was still dancing years later after stopping dance ten years ago when the place- Julian’s Joys- closed down. As Noah pointed out as a teen the place has the name of a whorehouse, Darwin did not find that funny. He had despite being the only boy their a brutally mocked for attending loved it, and ironically, despite the popular lads at school bullying him thinking it made him a Lavender lover, he got with more girls while he was dancing more than ever in his life.
Darwin crinkled his nose which looked weird from where Noah stood a good deal of inches taller at six-four. Darwin was five foot eight. “I don’t know if I’ll see her again, she bored me.”
Noah shrugged and smiled at the same time, patting Darwin on the back as he moved back him toward the kitchen, “you Burn’s boys never do!”
Noah passed the bar on his way there and called, “oh Ms Burns I really hope you have something for me, I am desperately in need of your food!” he finished saying it as he arrived at the Barn doors. They were painted a light blue to match the name.
Noah heard a bustle behind the doors, he wasn’t close enough to them see the commotion, but he heard Ms Burns yell, “ of course, my love, I will bring your food out in a minute!” His ‘food’ consisted of whatever leftovers of lunch Ms Burns had from yesterday, often at the moment bacon, eggs and stale bread cause rations were low due to the war between the rebels the Archson. Rations being low because commoners were not so useful to feed unless they served in the Archson’s army and were useful to them, most commoners including Noah were fine though as it as mandatory for men to serve. Noah began to be beckoned to stand right Infront of the back floors leading to the kitchen due to hunger stirring a swell of pain in his stomach.
He only had to wait a minute before Ms Burns appeared after heating up the food in the pan. She then sprung out of the barn doors with a smile holding the plate and at the same time those same doors sprung into Noah’s face and he fell backwards onto his ass. Luckily, his food was not destroyed in this process. He feel to the floor with a kabash and Ms Burns gasped. Noah’s nose bled slightly as he cupped it, sitting up slowly. 
“ Oh no, honey, oh no!” Ms Burns cried placing the piping hot bacon and eggs on the nearest table. She rushed back in the kitchen to grab a bandage. Noah sat higher up with a sigh as he heard Darwin chuckling, he had a warped sense of humour. The blood ran only slightly to the indent above Noah’s mouth and Ms Burns appeared she stuck two bandages, thin and white on his nose one just above where the bruise would bloom and one under both his nostrils. Noah blinked up at her confused for the top bandage would do nothing but he saw no point, pointing this out as she helped him up this towering giant next to her as she was only just five foot and gave him a kiss on the cheek before putting him into the chair in the closet table.
He smiled cleaning the blood from above his lip, “ thank you Ms Burns!” 
Just as Noah began digging into his food he heard the clutter and thump of Burnie descending the stairs from their living area above, to Noah’s left was the bright blue door that lead to the stairs that lead to the living quarter. He heard Burnie clatter in before he saw him, wearing his serious expression as usual Burnie held up a newspaper to the light as he walked toward Noah’s table and his mother who stood beside. “Have you all seen this?” he asked with a worryingly foreboding expression, like the kind of expression you’d imagine a thunderstorm making before it struck. Burnie’s straight long jet black hair flicked to a stop as he finished talking it had been moving statically from the point he started walking.
--
Ten minutes later they had bought a copy of every paper in Opole, to try and understand what was going on. The first paper was called Opole’s Orientation and was the first to shock the whole family- Darwin, Noah, Ms Burns and Burnie and Noah supposed for the day the Burns best customer could be included to. For Jim woke to hear what the commotion was about when Ms Burns found out and freaked.
“Oh murders, we will all die!” she cried, but these weren’t two ordinary murderers. These were the strangest murders that had happened in centuries in Opole, probably longer than that. The two men, part of the Eldeste’s army had been good soilders, but these boys were five years older- Todric Burley and Garry Ulkson. They had died in the strangest ways as every paper- Opole’s Orientation, Opole’s insight and Opole’s Poor correlated- if you wanted to know the truth you always had to cross reference the papers most underground illegal papers in Opole were reliable, but you could never know who the Eldeste got to. The men had died after their eyes had leaked out of their head black and their brains had gone with them, all that was left was a hollow folded in head and men hardly recognisable with eyes made of black goo. Except their eyes were gone and it was their remnants of their brain that was the black goo.
Noah had sat reading through each paper silently next to Darwin in a table at the centre of the room. Burnie slammed Opole’s poor down on the table with the thump angrily, “what in the firsts is wrong with the fucking Eldeste, this was a season ago and it is only getting out now! If we knew about Todric a season ago Garry would not have been killed so recently!” 
Darwin shook his head pursing his lips, “ they don’t want it getting out something is killing their people that they have no control over…some animal maybe?’ 
Noah perked his head up for a second to review the conversation then down to continue reading.
Ms Burns gasped in response fiddling anxiously with her gray dress, a tattered old thing, “ it can’t be something they can’t control they control everything! And what kind of animal does that!” Ms Burns gestured to the front picture on Opole’s Poor that showed Todric’s face close up his brain in his eyes jet black his head caved in his skin white. All the papers were in black and white but you could imagine how he looked even if you didn’t want to.
Noah looked up again, “ the only animals I can think of that could do this…” Noah sighed rubbing his eyes, he was horribly hungover to deal with this. And despite the eggs, bacon and coffee he still felt like shit. Noah put his paper down gently on the table and gestured to the front cover a close up picture of Garry’s face before continuing talking, “ is something from Sweet Apple forest..some crime against the gods.” 
Everyone shared a look, before Darwin asked, “do you think something has got loose from Sweet Apple and been here for months?” It was a horrifying idea, that something only out of your nightmares that could kill you so horribly could be lurking in the backstreets of Opole, or Bryton or god forbid Crinchest. You’d think if the Three were watching they would not let such atrocities happen. 
Noah shrugged tiredly, muttering just loud enough for everyone to here, “ honestly, I never believed the myths but what else is this? No Arcane or certainly not a Volcane have ever had this power in history and the only way Arcane’s get their powers is through family lineage going back to the Firsts if this were a trait of Arcanes it would be known.
Burnie spoke in his normal mostly irritated gruff voice, “this is like something out of the fucking fairytale.”




















Chapter 4- Genevieve

“With a smile at the carnage of battle Geneivieve stared at the angel and spoke the words of her damnation, ’to win the game you have to use the pawns.’
Their grave was not littered with flowers or messages, praises or prayers for how their life was. Their grave was not big or gold, their grave was not beautiful or an honor to their memory. Their grave was an insult as now ,they, the previous princess Genevieve Archson and her Husband Sebastian were now longer royalty but anonymous buried amongst commoners. Her brothers body lay a few feet of theirs. Genevieve supposed after everything that occurred she was probably supposed to end up here to, but that was the last thing she ever wanted to do. So she visited her only families grave once a week and when she did she plotted her revenge. She wrote in a tiny red leather journal her future plans and goals, she wrote angrily so fast the page ripped, so hard the pen broke. Sometimes joyfully. But most of the time no matter what happened after her routine intended for revenge she would sigh and escape the fantasy that she could attack, avenge or make a difference for she was locked in a cage. In a cage her parents moulded the bars for and her grandmother locked. Today as she walked to her carriage, the pearly white clouds of her dreams were steady under her feet until she left her fantasy land held her. 
Her red dress clung to her as she thought, showed off her great figure; her large chest, wide hips and small waist despite it being a purely formal dress she made it look like something more. The dress was cut modestly low triangularly, made with crimson red velvet and lined with a light gold fabric. Lost in thought as a male servant opened the door to the royal blue carriage Genevieve stepped inside and disappeared into herself and her life once more. 
--
Hours later she back again, the man between her legs helped with her feeling present. The women adorning ether end of her bed, completely nude with plump chests also made her feel INCREDIBLY…present. The man between her legs was Lorenzo, one of her grandmothers many soldiers who often liked to visit her room for their passionate battles when the coast was clear. 
“ Oh my love.” Lorenzo’s accent coming from some far-off romantic land elongated his words as if he was kissing her with them. Love came out especially long. Lorenzo lifted his head up peeking it through the blanket, “will you marry me?
Genevieve and the women around her- Alessia and Chiara- all burst into tears of laughter.
Lorenzo looked offended as he glared at them all the light from outside bounced off his dark skin onto his eyes as he literally glared daggers of sunlight at Chiara and Alessia. 
Chiara started twirling a strand of brown ringlet curl around her finger, “ oh she’s that good is she?”
Lorenzo finally smiled, “ I am buuttt serious.” Lorenzo moved fully out from under Genevieve’s lower body placing both his hands on her thighs and looked up at her through brown doe eyes. “ I am very much enamoured with this exquisite creature!” 
Alessia and Chiara looked at each other, sharing a thought then and Gen whose head that thought jumped into.
Alessia started, “ I swear that’s…”
Chiara chuckled and winked,” what he said after out threesome last week.”
“Were we both to be his brides or just one?” Alessia questioned as she looked at Chiara wickedly through her glass blue eyes. 
“The man can’t chose remember we were too…” 
“ Majestic!” Alessia chimed in.
“ Beautiful!” Gen asked.
Alessia and Chiara looked at each other before saying at the same time, “orgasmic!”
Gen fell over giggling. Her blonde hair shaking with her as her tiny form shook, her hair was bigger than her form, a blanket over it almost.
“ At least I am not cold and sour with age, unable to love life. “ Lorenzo bit back with a long pearly white smile shooting a look at Chiara. 
Chiara simply cracked her knuckles elegantly by twisting them toward her face and then flicking them downwards and said, “ Oh yes you love life..” Chiara ran her hand down her neck and chest and stopped just before her lower half. 
The whole time she did Lorenzo couldn’t take his eyes away. 
“…a little too much.” Chiara finished and slapped her stomach with a laugh.
“ Ah, can the marriage laws be changed?” Lorenzo rolled onto his back showing of his golden coloured muscles on his abdomen. “may I not marry you all?”
Gen crawled towards him stopping just above his eyes, her bare breasts touched the back of his head, “ I think we may be too much women for you my dear.” 
With a squeal she was answered as Lorenzo had grabbed her and placed her ontop of his chest, his hand stroking hers. “ there is never such a thing to me as ‘too much’ women.” 
--
Her passionate battle ended just before lunch and Lorenzo slunk off to army training after they had their tenth battle of the day. Chiara and Alessia left back to Ricko’s Rentals, a rental place only about two blocks from the Archiron palace, a very expensive high end rental place, whose services- Chiara’s and Alessia’s- she got for free because of their favour for her.
Now her time was to be filled with time with her husband, the decrepit and hideous, Edric Braskin her six- and nine-year-old stud. After her battle Genevieve had showered profusely (it took a while to kick Lorenzo out of the shower) and her maids had dressed her in lime green silks ( Edric’s favorite) for lunch and now she walked down the long narrow hallway at the other corner of the floor, which was so big it may as well be the other corner of the house to which Edric resided. When his maids- small, too young, pale things- opened Edric’s lime and gold coloured door she saw he was already sitting impatiently at his solid gold table in his dining room. The table was positioned so that Edric faced the entrance from his end of the table, his dark black eyes watched her every movement lustfully. Lustfully in a way that made his eyes wide, his stare caught like she was an object of awe and desire. Great. Great she was about done with this today, her mood had passed for those ‘battles’ and honestly with him she never even tried to step on the battlefield. As she sat in her navy dress that she had made sure not to choose low on the chest she watched his slow moving eyes drop down to watch her breasts as if they were about to start moving independently. She just knew in his day he was not a man like Lorenzo a charmer, but a schoolboy who never got anything probably now saddled with the best he could get. 
Before their marriage she had only known Edric to have had one female partner his whole life who had left him twenty years ago, for whatever reason, possibly his appalling skills in bed. The solid gold table was not gold in a way that was tasteful with patterns filled in with gold or anything defining marks, no it was gold in the way that was tacky and typical of Eldeste as if one had taken a brick of solid gold and made it a table. It was too square, too bulky just what Edric liked a flashy way to say I’m better than you.
As she thought she watched Edric start talking the whole time his eyes dropping down and up down and up like a ball bouncing, she wondered what he’d do if her chest started bouncing. Go mute? Probably. 
“ How was your day, sugarpee?” Edric asked his eyes soft and sweet pouring over her like a syrup. 
“ As stimulating as usual dear.” If she was with Lorenzo he would have laughed at that. Of course this particular ‘lover’ as hers did not know what she meant. “ I visited my parents and have been talking with the servants about what decorations the Great Archson desires for the festival.” 
Edric raised an eyebrow.
Gen continued, “ she was preoccupied but of course I said that is soley the Archsons choice I am too common to know, don’t mistake me for the Great Archson.” Gen let out a forced laugh, one rehearsed again and again like ones favorite song.
Edric nodded his head in agreement then replied, “ yes, no common Arcane can speak for our Great and powerful Archson.” 
And they both knew it would not end well for those servants if anyone knew they had asked for Genevieves opinion on what the Archson would like. How those servants did not know that was beyond her, there had been hangings just this week of the Archsons soilders for simply daring to try and speak on behalf of her as they are not ‘worthy’ and hangings of servants for daring to of all things disagree with the Great Archsons opinion. One would think the world is going mad if it does not understand the order of things. The Archson is above all Arcanes and Volcanes are simply created to serve her.
“Do you know what it is the Great and magnificent Archson is up to?” Edric inquired digging into his food. 
“ Oh I believe she is busy with diplomatic meetings, she is meeting with Matheo Toljio and one of the Dual kings.” Gen answered calmly.
Edric lathered more praise onto her grandmother as he lathered up a piece of bread with butter, “ such beautiful negation tactics you’re the magnificent Archson uses, she is the cleverest of us all. 
By the first Gen thought you’d think the ‘magnificent Archson’ was having sex with him, not me. As practiced and rehearsed as ever Liona responded back, “ yes and the most beautiful she is too.” That’s what it always was with the conversations about the Archson a game in which you had to kiss her behind the most while she was not watching and that was exactly how she liked it.
--
When Genieve returned to her room she found a letter lying on her white vanity that lay in front of the massive ellipse window that overlooked where the golden soldiers did their drills. The window lay to the right of her room and Genevieve crossed it quickly looking around her room suspiciously to make sure no one else was watching. With a soft touch an almost hesitant touch she picked up the letter from that distance she could already smell the letter. She brought it to her nose and sniffed in a very unladylike way, the letter was perfumed with some incredibly lush fragrance that smelled something between like a vanilla cake and a dark cherry. It smelled like old money, riches and elegance. It smelled like how you would imagine Contessa Rosa Bellarossi would smell. Genevieve clenched her teeth with anxiety as she ripped open the letter not caring now if she lost the wonderful scent as she now knew who this letter came from and what it meant.
The letter read as such:
Dear Genevieve Archson, 
Some gardens are tended for beauty, but for the secrets buried under the soil. We hear whispers of hands that disturb roots best left alone, of pedals crushed before their bloom.
In Opole, the dead sleep beneath velvet waves. And only wake when we wake them. But even velvet cannot conceal claws that reach through the night. Those who pluck the flowers of forbidden gardens awaken more than pedals- they awaken the thorns.
Consider this a latern in the fog: tread lightly amoung shadows, for we command the shadows even in Crinchest. Like the dead we do not sleep.
The bloom is paitent and so are we little Archson, 
Contessa Rosa Bellarossi 


Genievie’s breath hitched as she finished reading the letter she was no stranger to metaphors she was being watched by a mob boss, a classy mob boss, but still a mob boss. Her past was catching up to her like death often catches up to us, quietly as if being attacked from behind by a toddler, quietly and unexpectedly. 
Gen slammed her fist into her vanity and with a crack broke the wood on one edge, what was she to do she was now slammed into a power struggle with one of the Eldeste ruiling mafia families in Opole having no power herself. She knew what she needed she threw the letter onto her vanity checked out the window to make sure Lorenzo was not doing drills. Sex was the only thing to help her think through this, she needed her particularly romantic current toy boy and she needed a plan.

























Chapter 5- The Young King Douglas


Eldeste Armas died on a rainy day, so the fire to send his body to the afterlife could not be lit until the next day. So, the pyre was tirelessly assembled out of respect, Douglas’s brothers- Ragnar and Leif- had tried to force Douglas to corporate but when they realized his amount of lack of muscle tone coupled with his big form they gave up and sent him back off to the hut to read. Douglas did not mind as this was his favorite activity and at his age he found he had read more books than most of the battle worn men twice his age, the Armas did not foster a culture of readers it seemed but rather fighters. How unlucky it was for them that a boy in the line of direct succession to be their next leader, was a reader. The family had been discussing it in hushed tones for years in a way that implied thought an enemy would have better chance of taking the throne from them after Eldeste Armas died than Douglas ruiling well. Douglas wished when these hushed tones started that he could point out that Eldeste Armas though battleworn and in his day an impressive ruler at seventy for the last ten years had simply been a figurehead as his eldest Son ruled to please the Eldeste and that the man for the last five years since his son died had been a spectacularly bad ruler due to his mind being addled. They all could have benefitted from what the Eldeste took to keep their minds right, but the Armas being a traditional battle loving, conquest adoring society had not well adapted to having an old man on the throne. Frankly, despite the mourning they seemed happy to go back to tradition and have a young war monger on the throne, hence, why the talk in hushed tones had been particularly rampant recently as the old man lay dying- his brothers were too old to be successors at four and one and four and five and his father at six and one, Douglas was the only fit at ten and four ether him or his cousin who stood at ten and six. 
But the trouble was none of these boys 














Chapter 6- Noah

Noah somehow the next day had still woken up hungover, oh how he fucking hated that prick Patrick. Since he had to get to the barracks at six am sharp and to do that properly with his exercise regime incorporated, he rose at 4 am and worked out for an hour first doing a hundred pushups, then one hundreds situps then fifty pullups on a metal bar he had somehow managed to glue the the doorframe. By the time he was finished with that he bathed, all while watching himself for imperfections in the mirror and flexing every so often and then he walked to Crinchest and was at the barracks dressed in the lightweight training uniform still a tacky gold in color by 6 am. He stood quietly as group c his group of the Eldeste’s army assembled on the marble between the gates to the castle and the front of the castle for their drills, catching sight of many new younger than normal lads that had newly joined. 
Garrick with a lengthy sigh turns Noah whilst they are in the middle of doing drills General Cassuis instructs them to do and whispers, “ they’re fucking desperate aren’t they if their recruiting boys barley ten, I hear its cause they are loosing the ‘war’.” 
Noah finished his motion of movement raising his sword up and down up and down, to constantly condition your arms to be able to withstand its weight. He finished the drill before responding, “ the Great Archson never loses.” The stupid oaf was forgetting where he was, you could not spout treason within the castle walls, was he trying to get hung. He shot Garrick, the old veteran soilder, late on his drills due to age a look before getting back to his drills. But what he said was not wrong that’s why everyone called it a ‘war’ since the war mainly consisted of the rebels gaining ground and killing men and then the Eldeste chasing them halfway across Ketelas for revenge, their military power was getting weaker as their minds were getting mushy with age. You’d expect after a century of ruiling the Archson would be better at putting down rebellion seeing as it was rumoured the head of the rebellion was half her age and had half her experience with war. Noah did wonder sometimes how the Archson’s power could be so supreme but recently more and more treason went unnoticed and more and more battles were lost, history afterall said this should not been the case as it had not been. But in the last two years everything had started to shift subtly.
After hours of drills, carrying new supplies through the barracks to gift to new men, polishing armour and more weight training which was especially mandatory for the new boys Noah and Garrick Harlowe, Toman Wicks, Risa Dorn and Brenn Ashfeild headed to a pub in Opole. Risa being the only female their and the manliest looking of them all with a build like a boxer and a frame combined of mostly muscle she was one of the only women in the army. The pub was called Rise and Shine and fittingly most were there til then, it was a very old place worn-in like most of the places in Opole.
Currently, they all now sat at the pale wooden bar Garrick, Risa and Brenn had a whisky a dark one. They sat in the order their names were listed Noah next to them and Toman next to him with a beer. Noah had a beer to and a whiskey after that before he got talking about the murders with his comrades, “have you heard of the…incidents?” Noah asked timidly glancing around, his shoulders slightly slumped his form towering over the bar counters.
“ Heard about them their bloody everywhere!” Garrick responded, “ every bloody underground newspaper reported em.” Garrick skulled the rest of his whiskey after finishing talking with some anxiety. Though the old bat pretended not to care he tended to seem very anxious about these types of topics, murder, despite being a veteran. 
Everyone else nodded slightly in agreement.
Noah hunched toward Brenn, Risa and Garrick before asking, “what…do…you all think it might be?” he stuttered because he knew this was not something he was supposed to be talking about, but he was scared so he felt this urgency to need to.
Risa spoke first her tiny lips curling as she spoke, the big scar cutting across the both lips diagonally from the left to right side of her lip illuminated in the moonlight, “I think it’s one of the other groups.” 
Brenn broke from a whisper to a slightly louder normal talking tone because of this, in an uproar of disagreement, “ in the army! You have to be crazed! Why would they do such a thing!”
Risa turned back to her drink, slowly took a sip, then shrugged, “ group G did not like that Cassius was eyeing some of their men for his second and Todrick and Garry from group D. To eliminate competition possibly and maybe the Eldeste were in on it to make sure whilst morale was low there was no deserters.” She had a point about morale it was low but Noah expected it wouldn’t have just been broadcast on underground newspapers if the Eldeste did it and there would be more killings more consistently, the Eldeste were more brutal than whoever this was.
Brenn fired back with a guff from the bottom of his throat, “ we do not have those type of men in the army, those who serve the Eldeste are good men.”
Risa turned to him with a small grin so perfect it was shaped like a scar from a blade, “ aren’t we all those type of men deep down Brenn, you awfully optimistic about human nature.”
Garrick coughed bringing the attention back to him, his grey eyes glinting in the light as with his grey hair and beard sitting popped ontop of his round gruff face, “ I ought to think this is no blades work—skulls don’t cave in like that from steel. Its Claw magic and I don’t want to know why they are doing it, scare the three out of me!’ Garrick motioned the bartender for another drink, the skinny long man behind the counter obliged and started pouring him another whiskey. 
Risa’s face contorted in disagreement, “ and I’m crazed! The Claws are in Fraye!”
Garrick thanked the bartender for the drink, tilted his stout form forward to respond to Risa and in one hand his drink with his other pointed to his head, “ they are the Claws you daft woman they can use their power anywhere, as you know women are crafty. Especially Witchen.”
Risa chuckled darkly, clearly agreeing with the end of that statement.
Brenn responded now, “ its not the Claws its some beast from sweet Apple, oh ve heard the tales of beast from their. Me cousin says she saw this beast and it was definetly one of em brain eating ones a shadow with eyes like coals.” Brenn nodded in agreement with himself after saying it.
Noah nodded and chuffed, “ I agree with old Brenn this is something from Sweet Apple that’s more likely the Claws cannot be bothered to get inside Eldeste territory they are known to hate politics.” The dim orange lighting of the bar punctuated his thought as it flittered and he glanced out the small square glass window near a sleeping Toman, passed out from not being able to hold his liquor and hard day, he looked into the abyss of the night as much of a whole as was his understanding of these unseemly murders.
--
He got home at one am, clearly both him and the rest of them had needed to blow off steam. So much steam from the fear of the murders and the stress of the war, rations, and day to day life had caused the steam. He had trudged up the stairs slowly, his head spinning slightly for a minute the two flights feeling like six as he hunched massively now the liquor finally hitting him. The narrow hallway that lead to his room was dark despite the window sitting above the end of the hallway, the door to his shitty apartment stood next to the window. He was the only person that lived on the upper level. He walked crookedly somewhat off balance toward the door, dreading his workout the next day. As he reached the door he felt the streetlights shine on his face all despite the darkness and they illuminated the small hard object that stood in front of him as if to shine a light on it. Noah kicked it accidently as he came up to reach the door and gasped in horror failing backwards onto his ass as he spied what lay in front of his door was a book he had not ordered and would never order the Claws book of spells. It was a bright lilac and made of some sort of leather probably from one of the creatures in Sweet Apple the Claws had skinned. Noah’s breath came hard and fast racing through his chest as in a frenzy of fear and sight drunkenness he panicked and simply tried to evacuate the building not on foot. This all was a bad idea as in his state he forgot stairs lay behind him and scouted himself at highspeed backwards down them with a very manly scream.























Chapter ? - Cassandra Groves 

The rebel camps were drifting into the woods, the tents so dark that as night fell they were concealed. The forest like a massive blanket. Cassandra zipped up the tent, turning to face her lieutenants.
“Meaning what exactly?” Her frail bones shook in the cold wind. 
“Meaning…commander Groves that our numbers have depleted, we have lost solders.” 
“How many?” 
The room went silent as the commander took her seat.
“How many Lieutenant Crux?” Cassandra stared him straight in the eye, as he turned back to face her from where he eyed the large map of  on the wall. 
“three hundred.” The Lieutenant answered bitterly. “But Commander, the Eldeste have lost numbers to, atleast twice as many. We beat back the lines and won the attack, taking Agosgate and Grury they only have a slight foothold in Mesas.  We managed to take some of their surviving soldiers. We have one hundred and fifty remaining men on the way with the hostages.”
Cassandra spread the map across, the round table. Her withered fingers, cracked against the paper. The lanterns light cast shadows onto the map. 
“Our men how far off are they, how far of is commander Grayson?” Cassandra managed, seating herself in a crooked, highchair. 
“About a week, they fought till past Grayson territory, so they have weeks of forest ahead.” Lieutenant Henmison stepped forward managing to speak before Lieutenant crux. 
Cassandra pointed to the Whitestone where the Grayson lords presided. 
“ I want a raven sent, we have a battle ahead we need more of the Grayson and small houses numbers. The Eldeste have sent to many assistants, we cannot risk word getting back for what we are preparing. You need to set up camps near Grayson land and Laurelle Terriory as well as arrange a meeting with the Powers. You shall leave at Sunrise.”
Her Lieutenants nod solemnly. 
“ What are we preparing for exactly, Commander.” Asked Jade Mae as she stepped into the light of the lantern, her clean dark features illuminated in a golden hue.
Cassandra gave her a look over, “Ms Mae how lovely for you to join. We are preparing to take land.” She said with a salty smile before turning back to her lieutenants.” We may run into small houses we need more numbers. And resources from nearby villages. I suggest we start with the Laurelles villages so as to send a warning to the Eldeste. Their allies should get the message.”
Jade nodded and took her seat. 
“ We have enough numbers as to make more camps on Laurelle land.” The commander went on, “ I will take a small fleet and generals to the Grayson’s and we will recommunte. The Laurelle’s cannot stand long against forces, it should be a short attack. Then at least we have a bigger base and some hostages. Then at least the Eldeste well have to take us in audience.”

“The Eldeste well not change their ways because you have taken their allies.” Lieutenant Henmison mentions, looking over the map’s routes drawn in the few hours before.
“No that is why I want watch and capture of every assistant that enters Eplain forest. The Eldeste do not have many they can lose since the rift. The assistants all have impending marriages we steal their great grandchildren we steal their hold with their allies. So Jade and Maia Mae, you may take your skilled soldiers and apprentices to watch. I expect to have a dozen assistants by next week.”
The Lieutenants go silent for a long moment, all eyes fall on Jade she bats her dark hair from her eyes, her sister Maia answers first her voice light and airy, “Yes commander.” 
Jade waits a moment, nods curtly again and repeats, “Yes, commander. We will leave by dawn.”
The commander dismisses her men and women, all twenty swept out as one from the back entrance of the command tent. All twenty but Adeline who sat near the back, her nose in a lengthy book. 
“Addie.” Cassandra croaked, moving slightly in her chair for her cane. 
Addie’s head sprung up, her eyes slightly feverish from reading. 
“Well, you pass your dear Ma her cane.” Cassandra croaked again. 
Addie laid her book down, careful with the battered leather. The girl limped slightly toward the cane. Her bony hand gripped the wooden hold. Addie took hold of her slightly lighter wooden cane that tipped onto her Mothers. She handed her Mother her timber cane with an exasperated noise made deep in her throat. 
Cassandra felt Addie’s hand on her aching back as she made to stand. 
“Why you insist not to learn battle strategy is beyond me. You live inside those books more than in , dear.” Cassandra pushed on her daughter’s shoulder as she stood. Her cane clicked against the mud. 
“Why you insist trying to seem young near Lieutenant Crux, is beyond me Mother.” Addie said as equally as casually. 
Cassandra gave her daughter a glare as they clicked toward their shared bedroom tent, the squeals from ones children and the others grandchildren carried toward them. The squealing became shrill as they entered the tent. Addie’s children squealed as she made for the twos legs. Marely, May and Madison all clambered around scotty and Finely the youngest. Marely the oldest pealed the twins, May and Madison from the embrace against her mothers and Grandmothers quaking legs. Finely and Scotty stuck to one of Marley’s arms, the latter’s three-year-old small hands coated in some sort of syrup. May and Madison pouted as Marely steered them toward their beds. Addie helped Cassandra to her bed, only slightly more stable than the old woman. 
Cassandra sat herself on her plush circular bed with a relived sigh.
Addie followed suit and made her way to her identical bed across the room, her hands shook as she held the bedframe for support, then sat herself. 
“Marely could you grab some supper for the little ones and us please from the food tent?” Addie instructed her Eldest Daughter. 
The girl disappeared from the tent in a matter of seconds, leaving Addie and Cassandra alone with four smirking munchkins.
Cassandra smirked back, setting her cane against her bedside table. “ Oh come on then.” 
Four children charged toward her bed at the corner of the room. The boys made it up onto the pillows first claiming a space near their grandmothers chest and head. May and Madison were not as lucky, but decided to resign near the fur and blankets. 
“That is how a queen sits.” Cassandra said as she noted May’s posture. 
May beamed nudging her sister, “See I’m a queen, queen’s win.” 
Madison scowled then hit Finely who immediately repeated, “Nah May, knights win.” `
May corrected him, “No a Queen is the best knight!” 
Cassandra gave a tut, moving a cushion under her white hair, “No my dear a Queen is the one who sits on the throne, she does not fight.”
May looked between all her siblings, “Right then I will be commander, best knight!” 
Cassandra gave an affectionate grin, the children all started to protest.
“I’m commander,” Madison declared, kicking her sister to get her way. 
Cassandra leaned forward as Madison grabbed a fist full of her sisters hair, pulling the girl away from her sister. 
“I am Queen.” Scotty boomed looking at his grandmother as if in question, “I want to wear a sparkly crown.”
Cassandra straightened, quieting the other little one’s protests. 
Addie watched knowingly, utterly silent. 
Cassandra ruffled her Grandsons hair, “Dear you’ll be the best Queen there is.” 
Maddi scoffed seeming to understand the problem, “No Gran, Queens are girls.” 
Cassandra reached over to hold her Granddaughter’s hand, “ You know Honey in my day, men were commanders.”
Maddi raised a thick eyebrow, “What?”
“Yep, no women anywhere no solders were wemon, Queens were only wives.”
Maddi looked at her in complete disgust, “No!”
“Yes, ridiculous isn’t it. So, if little Scotty here wants a throne and lots of sparkly dresses. Maybe in his time he will have them who knows.” Cassandra shrugged as she finished tickling Maddi under the chin. 
“I…want…. a…armour and a crown.” Maddi announced through rolling giggles. Her littles fingers gripped her Gran’s withered ones trying to pry them of her silk skin with no luck.
“Well, when we change this world back to elected queens and kings, I’ll make sure to put you and Scotty’s names in.” Cassandra clarified, then she added when Finely and May started to talk against it, “Ok, ok and Finely and May’s.” 
Addie eyed the rolling and giggling mess of people from her bed across the room, “Do I get a crown too Ma?” 
Cassandra chuckled, “If you must My dear but I think there I think there is a long waiting list.”
The children moved sideways as Marley appeared at the tent opening, her friend Jake appearing behind her with the little one’s plate of stew. Marley passed her mother the frothy yellow stew first, then after a few seconds her grandmother. Jake gave the children their small bowls and tray tables, lining each across the bed farthest away from Cassandra. He lined the messiest near the wall the neatest next to Cassandra, Finely smiled at his meat as he lay his head on Cassandra’s pillow. Madison huffed frustrated as she was moved to the far corner and was given her weird soup. 
Marley took her seat with Jake at the dining table in the middle of the tent. Jake slurped his soup. 
“ Want to stay in my tent boy, no slurping.” Cassandra requested. 
Jake looked up sheepishly, surprised. 
“ Even the little ones don’t.” Cassandra Informed.
 The little ones giggled at their slightly superiority on que. 
The kitchen boy nodded and started to eat, soundlessly. 




























Chapter 7- Genevieve

She had collapsed in the shower the next morning, her eyes casting shadows so thick they were barely recognisable, her arms battered and bruised as if she’d been trampled. She had collapsed due to the dizziness that came with having been repeatedly hit in the face multiple times, she then threw up on herself and as the water washed over her and pain deluded her she imagined she was somewhere else. Somewhere where she was dancing in the rain, her older sisters hand in hers her sisters long brown hair hitting her face as they ran like mad men toward nothing but the fun they were having. They twirled dancing with each other like adoring lovers, they held each others hands as they spun so fast they made themselves dizzy as the water tickled the creases of their bodies.
The water that washed over her became memories; memories of her family she had almost forgotten her brother jumping her for cuddles as she hit him away moodily. His bright blond hair smelling of their mother’s fruit perfume. Her sister sharing a bed with her while they held hands when Gen woke from her nightmares, her sister told her stories of princesses and princes and fairies. Pain and water washed over her and she fell unconscious wondering when next time her husband would visit with demands of sex or just relentless anger. She needed to hide the old buggers pills next time he got in a rage, then he would have no way of hurting her his old muscles decrepit if not puffed up by those darned pills. It was embarrassing to have the life kicked and hit out of you by a nearly 97 year old man! She wouldn’t take credit for who she was right now broken and weak, she hated this feeling she vowed she would never feel like this every time it happened-helpless. She did not want to be a helpless woman.
After about an hour and a half of laying fully clothed and delirious under the shower in her bathroom at her time usually of passionate battles Chiara, Lorenzo and Alessia found her. Lorenzo ran to her the minute he saw her, his golden skin shimmering in the sun as in one swift motion he picked her up into his arms shouting, “oh no my love, not again.” She could smell his sweat mingled with his cheap cologne that smelled like musk and pepper, he had just come straight from drills. She could faintly hear Chiara and Alessia freaking out screaming instructions at Lorenzo and felt the sensation of being placed on her bed, that now felt like a cloud. Then she felt her nurse maids tending to her in a rush and panic. She felt wet cloth on her head, her arms being cold then hot then cold then hot as the nurses figured out whether the pain came from an injury to the arm or just a bruise. They tended to her gently with a maternal touch, she was lifted up limply then placed down carefully. 
So much stress anxiety around her but she did not absorb it she simply absorbed herself in memories. Memories that she wrapped around her like a blanket in the night, memories that kept her warm.
--
She woke with a start kicking herself out of the bed almost with how much energy she regained, like an engine that after being fixed kickstarted with a loud bang. She then opened her eyes a second later to find Lorenzo beside her in bed smiling in his normal reassuring way, fully like it was second nature to always smile. His arm was around her shoulders, he was shirtless, so she felt the sensation of hot skin against her clothes, she looked around the room to find Chiara and Alessia gone and herself under the covers with Lorenzo. 
“You weren’t caught?” Genvieve asked hurriedly, wincing as she spoke her whole face felt like a tight, hot headache. 
Lorenzo rubbed Gen’s right arm reassuringly, “ no my love, only the maids who we know will not speak. We were discrete about it…” Lorenzo took Gen’s face in his hands when she would not look at him to make her meet his eyes and stared her down with his deep brown orbs of eyes, “we just needed to get you treated..you were not even there you were a corpse almost.” Because of lorenzo’s accent corpse came out with a certain snappy r sound coming at the end of it.
Gen nodded absently, her gaze flicking somewhere distant in her head like when one turns on a switch. Her face still in Lorenzo’s hands, Lorenzo spoke again in his constant worried but romantic nattering, “ I hate seeing this fate befall you so often, my beauty.” His hazel eyes sparkled in the sun, his soft features glimmering too his eyelashes moving in the beat of his blinks that were timed to her breathing, his delicate rugged yet straight nose flaring softly. “ There must be something I can do!” Lorenzo declared softly dropping Gen’s face as he in one motion moved her face into the crook of his neck. He gestured at the ceiling with a flicking gesture of his hands at the same time he spoke the words.
Gen swallowed feeling Lorenzo’s shoulder blade press against her neck as she did, she liked the warmth of the embrace it was a memory itself. “ No Ren you cannot he is my husband and one of the magnificent Archsons greatest and oldest friends. She cares more of what happens to him than i.”
Lorenzo turned his head to face hers, his breath dusting her nose like snow the warmth from both of them and their embrace coming off like a warm cloud that fought against the cold. The pale light blue sheets enclosed that warmth like you would close the door to a fireplace to keep in the warmth on a cold night. They were eachothers warmth in that fleeting uncommited way, in the way a night of sex was ones lifetime of intimacy their bond was as sturdy as butterfly’s wings right now the butterfly flew freely but if her grandmother knew the wings of that butterfly would be broken between her palms. She also knew Lorenzo though a romantic fool she enjoyed, she did not love him enough for this butterfly to fly for too long. “ you still have the solution in place yes? It is working.”  The words came off raspy and anxious she would not have predicted this rake of a man would have grown to care for her like he cared for no one before.
Gen simply only nodded in answer and brought her lips to Lorenzo’s lush cupids bow shaped lips, her hand running across the stubble on his jaw as she brought his lips to hers in an almost aggressive manner. She tasted him for a few minutes and then simply rolled in and out of his body heat as she slept off her pain. 
--
The next day she woke at noon, her injuries for the most part healed from sleep and her Arcane blood which at times like these she was grateful for. When she woke she thought about the letter, the letter that now lay messily placed on her vanity where she threw it next to the big crack she had pound into the vanity. She glances across her room at her desk that lies a few feet in front of her bed, it’s a pearl white and ontop of it lies her beloved gold chess set her grandmother gifted her, she may play a game later to help her understand what her next move should be she would play with Lorenzo but he is to dim and turns the whole game into a game of flirting which often she gets bored of and just has sex with him to end the boredom. The only partner she can really rely on giving her a run for her money is Eldeste Chelstar, her grandmothers lover so she will try and work around her schedule today to get a game in with her. Eldeste Chelstar has a certain strangeness that Gen likes about her, Eldeste Chelstar has a slightly predatory energy about her a shrewdness like she is taking note of everything despite being particularly boring and expressionless. Gen always wonders where her observations go and what they go toward.
Genvieve glances sideways to her collection of books lying neatly piled next to the chess set she reads the titles of the books in her head again like a ritual the one on the top reading; Ketelas’s greatest battles and their strategies, the one below reading; the modern world’s greatest herbs, and the last one a small delicate red book reading; the greatest mathematical puzzles of our century. She had almost finished reading the first for something to discuss with Lorenzo as she dissected his brain on what his generals plans were for the upcoming battle- general Cassuis Owain. She was still having trouble figuring that out despite Lorenzo being Cassuis’s second in command Cassuis was fairly secretive despite being conspicuous with his Androgynous features. Something about him interested her immensely but not in her usual way of wanting to bring him to her bedroom to find out just the way he liked it but in the way of wanting to know his mind the way he ticked for no one else seemed to know. His mind and brain seemed precious like a valuable possession seeing as he was the youngest general Crinchest had seen in charge of the Golden army and with him at the helm despite seeming dim and only interested in the gifts of whores Cassuis had one every battle including those against men thirty years his senior who had been generals their whole lives. He was impressive for someone who she for so many years had only thought was a worthy partner for the bed, for someone she had thought was only a face. 
Gen got out of bed slowly, she didn’t have to be quite due to Lorenzo being at training he must have slept in her room during the night then left early in the morning. The pale blue sheets tickled her legs as she stood. She was only moving slowly because despite being healed her body still felt fatigued. She padded across the white marble floor, her feet gently gliding as if she was flying across the pale white animal fur rug. She paused and looked down at what she wearing a white silk nightgown that made her look ghostly pale, her skin was nearly that color she definitely needed food but she knew it would be brought to her soon seeing as Edric did not expect her in his chambers today as he was visting his Eldeste son Darian who lived in a palace only shortly out of the bounds of the Archiron castle. Darian and Edric met up once a month to talk through the plans for Edric’s business- Sally’s Stallions the family owned rental company that had soon become Crinchest’s biggest grossing rental company due to how cheap it was to rent a body by the hour. Edric owned half of the company as did Darian, and his youngest son Corvin had been kicked out of the business long ago and the family. But that was a story for another time.
Just before she hit the door of the bathroom Gen stripped nude, she had not been bothered to close the curtains for this act so as she did so due to the lighting of the day she saw a few soldiers eyes on her body from where they were doing drills outside her window. She smirked aware of how her form commanded their attention and gave a little wave, for some men doing drills it was a perfect view from the outside into her room a completely clear view. She watched as one man, aged about twenty lost concertation his drills. He was nice looking pale with freckles and dark brown hair and sea blue eyes. But this mere boy lost concertation at the wrong time just when the man next to him as the drill commanded lifted his sword, the sword was too heavy with this string bean looking man and instead of pointing upwards as of general Cassuis’s instruction the man’s sword went sideways into the boys distracted face and because the man next to him was meant to point the sword upwards with passion he threw that passion into his friends face. The man toppled sideways into his fellow soldiers and a line of men fell into each other swords flying everywhere. She heard general Cassuis screaming commands and curses at them and cackled as she stepped into her bathroom and closed the door, catching for a second the generals eyes when he looked around for the cause. The general only saw the flicker of her arm and face as she closed the door. Something like intrigue passed across his face at her very unladylike behaviour. He always did have the best facial expressions. 
--
Genvieve dressed herself to visit her parents graves, she dressed herself in a sage green dress with a v shaped neckline and the rest of the dress clung to her form. The dress was simple but elegant made of pure Darper silk and embroidered with yellow roses all across the corset bodice. Once dressed and smelling of lavender and almond oil she glided through the castle down an array of steps and two level until she got to the rear of the castle where the carriages lay. She instructed the carriage to ride to Opole where her family was buried amoungst commoners and brought a sweet wine with her. She sat on the ground in front of her brothers grave, that would have simply looked like a patch of grass if not for the tiny stone that wrote Sebastian Alain Archson is buried here. She started to speak looking for her youngers brothers guidance, she had had the cemetery cleared out by her chauffer for this discussion and guards posted to make sure no one overheard.
“ You know I don’t know if the world ever became what you envisioned little brother…” she sighed then continued her hands folded calmly in her lap as she thought, “ you wanted it to be fair, you always saw the good. You thought the world of everyone even maybe me. But I now don’t know what or who I am besides a wife or a piece to trade for the magnificent Archson. I am simply…a face. You know how I hated the idea at turning six and thirty and all I was being a face. But I have…I have not become what I wanted. I don’t know I ever will.” Gen reached sideways to her bottle of sweet wine she drank from the bottle taking a gulp out of it. Then rubbed her lips with her sleeve not caring out manners in her current state of thought. She placed the bottle back beside her left side again on the grass and resumed her conversation as she sat on her knees hands again in lap, looking poised from a distance, “ I am a fool, I have stolen and pushed myself in debt with the wrong people all for my games. My games to interest me my games to understand power and people have blown up in my face. Despite what I have learned and memorized…I don’t understand what I am to do! They don’t want me dead the Vescari’s and Bellarossi’s but they want something from me, they want an answer a by in a favour. Do I give it to them!” 
The wind blew onto the grass, running a hand through it that made in dance in one direction as if that hand was pushing it. She thought to herself for around a minute, wracked her mind for information from every book she had studied on them from every newspaper she had read about their power games and secrets. She whispered to her brother and herself finally when she made her mind up, “ they could help me, this favor though I stole I have leverage…they want in on our business that’s why they are hanging onto me despite knowing they are simply illegal pawns in the Eldeste’s game. There business only extends to Opole at most from Bryton, Eldeste have no interest in Mirevale long term it is to addictive they need something stable. That’s why they rent, Mirevale long term damages the value of the renters. What can I give them that’s stable? How can I put them in my debt?”
Luckily no one would hear Gen’s ramblings about plans as her guards for station far from earshot. “ I know what I can give them, little brother, “ Genevieve smiles as she realizes, “ me.” 
--
The next day Genvieve knew she had peaked all of the families interests when to her delight she received a letter from the Drovani’s. She had leverage now she thought, leverage in the form of their intrigue. The letter read:
Contessa Genvieve, 
You have brushed your fingers against the veil between life and death. Do you feel it? The weight of the unclaimed, the hollow stares of those whose time is past? They whisper of your hands, of your careless curiousity.
We keep no clocks. We keep no mercy. Every breath is borrowed, and every misstep is a toll. You have not yet seen what it means to touch the living and the dead alike and to pay nothing. Soon you will. 
The bones remember. The corpses watch. And so do we.
Consider this a courtesy to let you know we expect a response or they will be a funeral, 
Don Elias Drovani
Gen laughed as she spoke to herself after finishing reading it on her bed, “ all trying to scare me but not wanting to kill me..trying to scare me into making a stupid deal. Oh they’’ll see what deal I’ll make but it won’t be stupid.” 
Gen jumped from her bed onto her desk pushing her chess set and books aside so she had room to write a response of her own to the three families. She liked this game, she wanted to get to know these Dons and Contessa’s they were people who interested her. Gently pulling out a sheet of Archson paper- paper only she the sole relative of the Archson was entitled to, as it was lined with the family crest, an iron fist colored gold- Gen began to write and she wrote:

To the Honorable houses of Viscari, Bellarossi and Drovani,
Word has reached me of your displeasure, and I do not deny it- I took what was not mine, and in doing so I revealed more recklessness than judgement. You are owed more than silence in reply. 
But repayment in coin alone would insult us both. You do not deal in trinkets, and I do not beg at tables. Instead, I would offer you something steadier: venture that binds profit to discretion, and gain to loyalty.
If you would grant me the courtesy of a meeting in Bryton, I will place before you an arrangement that turns my offense into advantage. I believe you will find it preferable to punishment—thought punishment, I know, remains your right. 
Come see whether missteps may yet be trodden into paths, 
Genevieve Archson.
 


























Chapter 8- Noah

He woke at the bottom of the stairs, only when his neighbour Mr Hendricks woke him by kicking him. His head spun and was on fire as he raised it sleepily his eyes barley open.
“ You ok Lad?”  The short statue of a man leaning over him asked.
Noah swallowed drily, throat like sandpaper and rasped, “ yes, yes just a rough night.” 
Mr Hendricks chuckled rubbing the back of his brown head of hair, “yeah you army folk do love your drink don’t you.”
Noah chuckled back in response and nodded beginning to push himself up the stairs crawling on his knees to get up, he hoped all he had remembered last night was just a bad dream. And to his comfort when he got to his front door the book was no longer there so with a relived sigh he used the key deep, really deep in his left pocket to open the door. He breathed a heavy, deep, weary sigh of relief and turned the nob only for that relief to be short lived when he found the same book he had seen last night in the middle of his bed, despite never have put it there. Terror made his face white he contemplated leaving his apartment but he didn’t really have anywhere else to stay. He would any other time of his life been able to stay with Darwin but Darwin’s home was now full up after Burnie moved back after getting fired from his mining job. Noah breathed in deeply, then out then continued this for about a minute until he stopped feeling faint with fear. Which was ironic as Noah was not a scared man, he had a will of iron and this was the first thing that truly to his bone terrified him in his life because he knew if the Eldeste thought a Claw sympathizer was within their midst he was dead. Let alone what would happen to him if the book did something, he presumed it could as it had its own will. He also knew that if the Claws found out he had this book he would also be dead, they were not known to be very understanding Witchen. And did not take kindly to stealing. 
Noah stepped inside closing the door, but maybe the Claws gave him the book? He thought. And if not them who did give him the book? Who would’ve even had this? How would they have gotten it? The Claws were halfway across Ketelas! Noah breathed deeply again and tiptoed toward the bed for some reason getting in his head it was better to be quite. He extended his hands jumped on the bed and in the same motion grabbed the book. It burned his hands like fire as he darted toward the open window on the right side of his room. He ran toward the window screaming, “ow! Ow!” and flung the book out the window in the inelegant fashion. A motion that involved both his hands darting around erratically. After flinging the book into open air, the fresh clean bright blue sky grabbing it eagerly down into its stomatch as he watched it fall out the side of his building into the dumpster below. It fell beneath the scraps of food and vomit of drunks. He watched it become concealed with relief and his head darted around as he poked it out the window to check no one was watching. And luckily as it was six am and everyone for the most part near here was off at work at the mines no one was, he made sure of it. He walked louder now, so relived colour jumped back into his face and he went to bathe. He ran a small stream of luke warm water into the basin and only got a small filled tub before his water allowance was done for the next two days and he’d have to bathe in the nearby stream between Crinchest and Opole. Those fat, clean Eldeste were so lucky they had at least three baths a day!
Stripping his lay himself in the tub and with what little barely hot water he had he thoroughly scrubbed himself with water and soap. This took about ten minute as his body had a large surface area. And he changed into his training gear once again. The grey fabric stuck to his moisturizer as he pulled it off, he had to keep his skin firm for rentals. The lotion was unscented as he could not in his right mind afford a scented lotion from Crinchest and they sold cheap lotion at the local witch’s place. He stepped out of his bathroom the size of a cabinet essentially he walked out of the bathroom and halted to a stop. A very sudden stop like the wind had knocked movement out of him, like he had stopped breathing for a moment. He supposed it had, it had left his chest to go dance around the room. Because only a step away from him stood the book untouched from the fall, vomit or scraps in the bin.
“Fuck.” Noah muttered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Staring down into what would surely be the death of him.
---
Noah came back after training sweaty, exhausted and with gloves he borrowed them from Garrick from his mining days in his youth. He then used the gloves to avoid the books heat when he took to the area behind his building in the dead of night, he needed to get rid of this thing and fast. The Eldeste’s spys would be everywhere so the sooner the better. Holding it as far as he could get away from him he walked quietly down all the stairs staring anxiously at the book not knowing what to expect. He pleaded with fate not to let any of the apartment doors open so the Eldeste would be alerted and he checked four times to make sure no one was in the shitty rotting back garden. The ground even in the dark was white as corn and so dry it came of like dust on his training boots, he stepped around the cabinet sized garden even smaller than his bathroom placed the book in the corner and struck a match for the firewood pile he had prepared earlier. He had put it in the center of the garden taking half an hour before he left for training to prepare it. He struck the match and it caught after the second time blazing as if it was waving at him and he threw it on the fire. With a roar like a wave it wandered over the wood wrapping around it like a glove and danced upwards he just hoped the neighbours wood be asleep the five that lived in his building including two families. 
But it was unlikely they guessed what he was doing burning an ancient spellbook from halfway across the world, they probably thought like the rest of them he was just burning wood for heat as their was a sickness always going around Opole and no heaters in their apartments. Noah turned back to the book grabbed it and with the same co-odrination as before when he chucked the book out the window he used it for chucking the book onto the fire. A hand of flame licked the sky greedily as it pulled the book into its stomatch. He stayed their watching hoping it would burn to dust for about an hour for the first half the book did not catch fire despite laying in the fire but then it caught ensnared in the fires jaws. And as the fire roared brutally he fell asleep exhaustion hitting him like a hammer to the head as he lay on the ground. He woke three hours later, luckily not on fire as someone must have come out and put it out without seeing the book. He woke to the light of dawn smiling on his face the pinks and oranges like a painting giving reassurance. He pushed himself up onto his hands and slowly wandering on his hands and knees started digging through the fire relived he had not been caught cause his exhaustion made him slow and not consider everything but as he started digging through it he realized the book was not there. He in fact spent ten minutes digging through the fire to no awail, no book, no hint of the book, a torn page, purple leather, nothing. Oh he was so relived he lay back down on the ground and slept another two hours before waking to workout and finally getting some stress relief from it. He flexed in the mirror as he cleaned himself with water and towel, playing with ways to style his blonde hair I am a prize to rent  he thought. His body was his best-selling piece and he went off to the barracks for another repetitive day. 
--
After a day of polishing armour again, watching general Cassuis scream in fury at the new young recruits and lug equipment around to ‘condition’ his already saw muscles Noah needed a drink so he went to find one at the Saphire Sleeper he walked through the half lit street watching drunks wander and mutter to themselves every so often one screaming curses and the others screaming curses back. He was drained wandering through the street in a daze, watching two drunks yell the same accusational slurs at eachother when he heard it. Heard a strange noise as he got closer near the Sapphire Sleeper the blue door beckoning him, left slightly ajar the sign above wonky and hanging. As the noise continued he realized it wasn’t strange but visceral but animalistic but it was screaming. He ran sideways to where he heard it coming from, the alley next to the Inn his feet falling fast on the ground. It was familiar this screaming he had heard it somewhere before maybe it was a drunk he knew. Had seen around. Maybe the drunk was hurt, he rushed to help whoever it was. The alley was dim and filled with rubble as he ran in, the backdoor of the inn connected to it and after that was a dead end the scream was coming from the dead end which with a run and turn he turned into. He saw at the dead end from a distance a body fall to its knees screaming in agony, head tilting back and collapse only from a distance he couldn’t quite make out if he knew the body. He just raced to help the person up. 
“Sir, sir are you ok? Is everything alright do you need help?” Noah placed his hand on the mans shoulder, the man made no response but falling back into his arms limply. Now lying on his lap under a streetlight Noah saw his eyes, they were black with goo oozing down his face like a waterfall. It was another victim. The streetlight moved somehow or maybe Noah did he didn’t remember but he got a better look at the victim’s face, it was his brother. It was Darwin. His eyes were gone his head folded in with a squish right in front of his eyes and he was dead. He was dead. He was dead, he wasn’t moving. He was gone. No breath coming from his mouth his legs mangled from the fall. Noah pulled him to his chest holding him hoping that would bring him back.
“Come on brother don’t die! My brother!” Noah pulled him closer hitting his face slightly as if trying to wake him from a concussion. The goo dripped down his shirt but he didn’t care, this thing that resembled Darwin could not be him. He could not be gone. He could not be dead. He couldn’t handle never seeing the only man he was close to again. He couldn’t handle loosing his brother, even if he wasn’t his by blood. Noah’s face crumbled, he allowed himself to cry as no one was watching he pulled his head to his chest and let his tears roll down his face onto Darwin’s. He couldn’t help it. How was he supposed to go on? He sat their crying for about two hours, helplessly, with his chest heaving and then he blinked some tears away and spotted something in the edge of his vision as the darkness of the night had shifted almost to point something out. Goo on his chest he sat up slightly in disbelief as he saw next to the dumpster near the backdoor, in the light of the night the Claws spellbook untouched by flame perfectly in shape. This fucking book had killed his friend, this fucking book would die if it would kill him too.
















Chapter ? - The Claws


A streak of bright purple thunder flashed across the sky as the rope ladders between the two treehouse towers shook intensely. The midwife wrapped her hand so tightly around the rope her knuckles turned white, her whole body shook with fear as she walked carefully across, she let out another yelp as the lighting struck a tree (number) miles down. The woman moved one foot in front of the other until the screams became clearer, fresher and the metal tang of blood was all she could smell. She walked hurriedly in as a strand of lighting zapped a closer tree blah miles below. The midwife practically jumped into the birthing cave. Queen Pia was spread across a long grey stone slab, completely naked her curly raven colored hair was matted with sweat. Her body was so thickly coated in it looked like she had just come out of a bathing chamber.  
“The forceps girl! Where are the blooming forceps!” Father Mathews screeched as he commanded another midwife and maid to hold the Queens legs down. She ran over pulling the forceps from her back pocket. It all moved so fast from there Father Mathews wobbled into place, tied his hair back, pulled the sleeves of his emerald green robe back and.. 
“ We have to twist Pia, turn the baby round.” Father said calmly. 
The woman let out a guttural scream of protest, writhing against the hands holding her down. 
“ No Pia we can’t do it like this, you will die.” Father Mathews said as he signaled an erin boy over to hold her arms down.  
Eldeste Fayette sat silent at the back of the chamber her wooden chair pressed so far from the birthing plate that her chair was near the entrance. She sat watching with cold screwed up eyes. Her daughter Regan Claw the Queens mother and once Queen herself wore the same cold mask.  
The Father stuck a hand inside the Queen and the whole chamber began to shake with the Queens screams of pain. Everyone saw the hand pushed against the inside skin of the stomach as his knuckles pressed against the upper skin, the father made a pained face as he reached further inside the Queen. Her screams continued, her grandmother and Mother making no move to comfort or console her. Finally, the Father pulled his hand out and the 3rd midwife who had since been watching the chaos stepped forward as one of the Queens hands fell from the Erin boys grasp. The priest positioned the forceps inside the Queen with a shove, thunder croaked a reply to this with a growl as the Father started to tug.  
And just as the three midwifes and Erin boy could see the head of The Great heir …...purple lighting zapped a stripe into the second great tree tower lying across the rope ladder, visible through the exit and entrance of the birthing cave, the Father lost his grip as he let lose his last hard tug and the heir tobbled from his Mother's womb with a whack. Everyone went silent as they all glanced down, even the Queen went silent. Pia moved her head up to try and get a look. 
“What’s happening?” she cried...addressing anyone she though could give her answer, she asked all the midwives and the Erin boy but none replied. Tears dripped down her face as she pled, “Father please, please tell me what is happening? Where is my boy?” 
A second passed the Father looked down at the newborn, picking him up with a prayer to the first. The boy let out a wail and as the Father felt the urge to sigh in relief when he saw no bruises or indents on the boys head, he saw his eye that had somehow been scratched and was now squirting blood and he also saw the more obvious that the Great heir of the Great Queen Pia of the 14th Claw Dystany was missing an eyelid. 
The Queen cried for days, refusing to even look at her son. She cried at what he could have been the warrior she had seen vison of and she cried from what she saw a ‘monster’ she called it the thing that never really slept or did so with one eye always open. The thing always watching. How the Queen saw him wasn’t helped when a scar was found across the boys nose to ear from being dropped and after his eye was dried that it faded to a white color. The young servants whispered that the boy crawled up walls at night his eye always looking, some whispered that he was the first gods opposition The Great Heathen reincarnated. The rumors all differed but what they all agreed on was that the boy was a stain on the bloodline, a deformity. The Queen never wanted to meet her son who she named Rowan and after threats of ‘throwing the creature of the highest tree' her sisters were forced to take him in. 

5 years later
“Rowan! Do not climb the wall!” Delphi screeched as she threw a spike of purple lighting from her hand to knock him off. The lighting itself was harmless as before hitting any object or person it would disintegrate but for a five year old boy it did not appear to be harmless. It was a clever little parenting spell Mother Mags had taught Delphi long ago. 

Rowan jumped from the wall crying, his little black curls bobbing as he wailed incoherently, “ You made my wall mean!” 

Delphi smiled in the way tired mothers do, when they get the slightest joy in retaliation against their little animals, “ you climbed the wall, we’ve had this conversation, you aren’t like that distant cousin of ours who grew wings.” 

Rowan squinted his one normal green eye at her, the other clear white one didn’t move an inch, “ all the kids say I am ‘strange’ strange must come with powers!” he shouted eagerly and then stared running around with a screech flaring his arms about wildly. 

With a sigh Delphi ran around the treehouse with him, up the wooden steps to the third floor where his toys and bed lay. Delphi ran after him cackling as whenever he turned back around he screamed wildly waving his arms and then continued running. She final when they made it to the third floor, grabbed him picked his thin little body off the ground and began tickling him as his legs kicked midair.

Helpless all he did was giggle and scream, “no no.”

“I’m sorry to say my little reptile, but sadly strange does not come with powers it just comes as part of the family name.” Delphi whispered to Rowan and she finished her tickle attack.

Rowan gasped in surprise, “but the rest of our family is normal!” he whispered back seriously. 

Delphi only laughed, “ normal, my dear, we are Witchen we are insulted to be called normal.” 

Rowan only responded with a look of confusion, the sort of confusion that comes when your too young to have been taught the meaning of the word. The funny thing about that particular word Delphi thought was that in different cultures you’d be taught a different meaning for the word, not like most words which tend to stay the same. To the Eldeste and their allies, Toljio’s and Powers Witchen meant a race of deceptive Arcanes who profited of causing misfortune and chaos. Whereas, to the fae, Claws, and most importantly the Gods and their dark children, Witchen were their sole bloodline, their purest Arcanes. Rowan of course knew none of this so Delphi simply smiled in a knowing way but as a way of concealing the truth and pinched Rowans noise as she said, “ you’ll know what I mean when your older, my love.” 

The sun was rising behind the little ones head through the landing windows on Rowan’s balcony, casting an orange glow through the room which illuminated Rowan’s Forest green bed with an embrioded quilt which held drawings of creatures from Sweet Apple forest. The glow extended to wash over the bookshelves, the three that sat at each corner of Rowan’s room that were a dark oak color, they were lined with books far to old for Rowan but that he’d need later, (some were stolen from the family library) and the books contained spells and family histories important information Rowan would need to know.

The forest green carpet the dark oak wooden floor that Delphi was now standing on is what Rowan liked to call the magic carpet, a carpet which the Claw sisters had used so often for spells that now it could basically transform into any animal with a click of the hand. 

The cellings in Rowans room were again a dark oak brown and the drawings- that Rowan had drawn- on the walls were more images of the Gods dark children- Mimics prancing around with glowing eyes, jumping jax jumping through dead bodies each body glowing with their blue light and many more hideous creatures. Safe to say Rowan was obsessed with Sweet Apple Forest after he had heard some stories about the Gods. 

As Delphi looked around at the walls, realizing Rowan’s drawing skills were improving she remembered Rowan’s favorite thing and with a click of the hand and a giggle from Rowan the carpet under their feet turned into a fat black pony that both Rowan and Delphi sat on the back of as with another click Delphi changed the setting and the two rode into the break of dawn from the bottom of the treehouse trunk into the forest nearby usually dark and creepy but now in the morning light that was glowing pink and yellow. Just for a morning adventure.

--
Pia now




 













Chapter 9- the Three Tricksters

“ Youth ages, immaturity is outgrown, ignorance can be educated, drunkenness can be sobered, but stupid lasts forever.” 
· Aristophanes

The commotion could be heard a mile away from where the Downs arrived; the frantic male screams, the wives and the children’s screams. Carnage awaited the Downs just outside their caravan, only just big enough for the three of them. The interior of the caravan contrasted with the exterior a plain wooden wallpaper the color of an oak tree. The interior of the caravan was as colorful as one would imagine a faeries house would be, the boys room consisting of one bunk bed made for three people had a roof with patterns that overlapped in blues, purples and greens. The boys themselves reflected their love for color in how they each dressed and the degree they loved color- Kal wore only black cotton clothes- black pants, low necked shirts, even black under garments and every so often when he felt particularly colourful a little grey. Kip was the most colorful and particularly enjoyed wearing bright royal blues, sage greens and browns and every so often purples- Kip spent most of his money on expensive fabrics and clothes. Rider stood somewhere in the middle not to colorful and vibrant he generally wore browns or beige but every so often he wore a nice lime green jacket or his classic red jacket. 
The carnage lured the Downs from their Caravan like tasty food lures a hungry, dishevelled, traveller, at a moderate pace one by one after opening the bright scarlet red main door the boys jumped out. Kal went first the leader as usual and faced in the day in a cotton black shirt and cotton black pants, he glared at the sun angrily as he usually did when he was not talking for without speech his face was not alive. Rider came second, Kal’s loyal follower as usual following at his heel like a little boy following after his father he idolized. Kip was last-per usual- as he surveyed his surroundings before getting out the first thing he saw was a man running in tears from the village toward the caravan for help. The mans clothes were torn, blood was running down from his leg and Kip knew whatever was going in in the village was terrible as the man crying his heart out was heavily muscled. 
“The firsts be with us, help us! Oh by the firsts help us boys!” the man not only cried but wailed, he fell to the ground after closing the distance between the village in chaos and his saviours in black. The man had by the time he was talking grabbed Kals hand and was further pleading with him.
Kal’s face softened slightly as he kneeled down to the mans level he clasped both the mans hands with his two hands and solemnly he said, “ we will dispose of the threat, sir.”
--
Kal, Kip and Rider were not armed with anything but their magic when they walked into the town of Eden’s burrow some would call them foolish for that- those people did not know what they were capable of. Kal lead the way his hands twitched as he moved, Rider was straight behind him as they walked into Eden’s Borrow through a gap between two cottages, one red one one yellow one. As Kip entered he jumped as a man and woman ran past him at full speed sprinting as they ran past one of them ran straight into his shoulder. After they went past Kip winced and rubbed his shoulder, the woman who had hit him herself like the original man near their Caravan was massive, a wall of muscle to be exact. What was up with this village? He wondered to himself.

Fear made the air frosty, whilst screams burned one’s ears like hot coals. Children raced passed, elders stumbled behind but the men ran even faster like some god was giving them the strength to run like they were being tugged along by a wire. 
Then they saw it, saw the threat like one does the sun when it wakes them, in a wave. As they looked behind the men, behind the children and the Elders, they saw the great beast. The threat on the town with its villagers built like brick walls of muscle. The threat? Ducks, and geese- about twenty ducks and geese. 
Kal’s whole face broke into a cheeky grin, the kind that lifts the dimples on your face so far up you think they will consume your cheeks like food. Rider started cackling, whilst all Kip did was stare in fury at the ducks. 
“Those dammed boys!” Kip huffed and headed in the directions of the ducks and Geese, “ I tell them no you cannot steal my spells again! You cannot be public menaces! And what do they do?!”
Rider keened over laughing harder, “give us all a good laugh!” 
Kip clenched his jaw harder, this was all so serious for him every little thing a violation, he didn’t have the logic to seem to understand that teenage boys are just teenage boys, and both Rider and Kal knew he shouldn’t have left the spells lying around where these boys could find them. 
Kal nodded at Rider with a tired look and sidled up to Kip he placed a hand on Kip shoulder, “ come on mate, it isn’t that serious,” Kal repressed a laugh feeling pain in his chest as he said, “ its not like when those boys cursed that old Grandmother Mrs Mitters to appear naked in your room.” 
Kip jumped forward with a curse and started toward where the Elders were running to hoping to find some sign of those little menaces. That’s what he did everytime Mrs Mitters was mentioned, he ran away funnily enough when he saw Mrs Mitters naked as the day she was born he did the same thing. So Kal supposed you could call it repeating history. As they walked after their brother Kal shot Rider a look and made a face behind his head as he walked directly behind him. The face was a crying gesture, hands twisting to imitate the way a baby moved his hands while he cried. Rider feigned fainting to mock how dramatic Kip was being. Kip thundred down the dusty cobblestone until caught sight something in the corner of his eye, or should I say three someones; the gang leader; Runo Handcock, 





















Chapter 10 -Leighanna

The sex with the man clothed completely in black hurt, quite a lot actually. Not that wasn’t normal when she started bleeding. But she kept smiling, kept moaning in ecstasy and he kept going and that left them here. Her in his bed, her body only covered by his palms. She lay on her side, him spooned around her. Every time her thighs touched they stuck together thanks to the sticky mixture the younger girls called tree sap. She’d lay here awake for an hour now, his snores and snorts brushing against her back. She felt the lower half of him wake against her rear. She stifled and was pulled closer. She let out a pleased giggle and turned to face him. She ran her hand delicately across his jaw, the wrinkles stitched through his face. He was skinner than she thought in the morning light, his hair was bleach white his eyes heavy with age, the rest him was only about her height. The things poking against her front now was fairly small too and a bit unsteady. She wondered why he hadn’t just rented if he had this much trouble you could get a perfectly good suit, carriage or horse from sally’s or Caspers and for a man of his stature it would be barely a crip to him the cost. But maybe he preferred this. Though she would have shot herself if she was him by now, his legs crippled, in a wheel chair thin as a child. What a miserable existence. She stuck her hand down to it, soothing it to get it steady enough. It didn’t respond how she’d hoped. 
His cheeks blushed as he pressed closer, laying his head on her shoulder. She kept pumping, swallowed and went down under the sheets, running her hand down his stomach as she did. Three hours later she got back to the whore house, one later another man came. He led her around town, he wasn’t much of a smiler seemed to like chaos though since he had her in alley behind a pub. A few times. She generally didn’t remember faces unless they were especially deformed, but she always remembered how it felt. Hard, soft, nice, intensely bad though at the moment it was the latter. When she was younger it was nice thanks to the puppeteer, he had tried to make it enjoyable so she had kept it a ritual between them since she was nine. When he’d sold her at fifteen when another little girl called Emmy took his fancy it had become harsher. Harder, rougher bruises had dotted her skin sometimes she’d been cut, held down, choked nothing as nice as he was. She had quite liked him, he was handsome in a way. By the time she got back at nearly midnight after guy number six, her joints were aching and she fell into her bed with a sigh. 
I suppose that was the thing about sex it was never completely the same. 
--
Lee woke up to a gaggle of little girls standing over her bed peering at her, some were peering at her from the other side of the bed she shared with Andrea. Andrea the leader of the lot at the grand age of nine had her head tilted to the side as she watched Lee wake, the rest of the girls were staring at her intensely they were all pretty blonde things ranging from 7-13 years old. All so exotic with upper class complexions the men loved to dominate, screw as they say like they say ‘ screw the Eldeste ’ ether that or you can come to Gracies Girls and screw kids who look like their Grandchildren. What a delight!
Of course these were men convinced of their goodness, amazing qualities as were always the case the worst people Lee met usually thought they were the best. How come it was never the people with the best qualities who thought that of themselves?





































Chapter 11- Emily 

The flowers had wilted, the sheep had passed as had the cows and chickens, the crops had died sodden with water still days after the rain had hammered down on the once sunny village of Infair. But, the cottage on the edge of Fickleberry lane just up Berry hill which as the name suggests was lined with berry trees, still stood its hay roof bright its stone bricks as dreary as ever. Its inhabitants were gone the only one left, young Emily Berry born to Berry farmers on Berry hill living on Fickleberry lane were long dead. She tried not to think of the legacy she left behind as she made her way out of Infair two miles from where she had been born, lived and married and birthed children of her own and stayed a Berry framer with her plain old husband Bob. Now she wasn’t. Now as she followed the old dirt lane through the first field she was away from all of it. 
So, she made her way across the bright green fields that led to sweet apple forest and beyond that the to the so called lands of war, chaos, pleasure, trade and many more with only a sack made from pink sheep's skin. Her only possessions being a rag from her late daughters favorite nighty one made of bright red wool, half a leg of dried salted beef, a loaf of cornbread and sixty crin the remainder of her fathers will.  
--- 
The woods encouraged delusion its largeness, its darkness the noises it made that sounded a little too like breath the closer you got to it. Its tree stood hundreds of miles high big brown giants, its underbush was littered with with dark flowers and mushrooms completely unfounded to Emily before she had left her home not a week ago. The bushes were dark almost brown and the sky was nowhere to be seen, covered by the big brown giants. The screaming started two days ago, and it seemed to follow her everywhere she went. The figures had appeared after it just after she fully entered sweet apple forest, they ranged in height from half the size of a tree to as small as a hand, one could never tell what size they would be next. They appeared between clusters of trees and bushes jumping out just as the a great gust of wind came that blew them away, they reached ghostly hands out as she slept on beds of ferns and underbrush to stroke the parts of her body bear and whisper tales in her ear. They flew like what a child was told pixies flew like and stomped like an Ogar or giant from her father's tales would. Sometimes she saw them in the ponds standing next to her, sometimes they looked human...most of the time they didn’t. But the strange thing wasn’t the figures and shadows the strange thing was...they were familiar like a distant relative that you forgot about then met again, or an old friend and yet they were terrifying with their spindly fingers and grotesque bodies that even though one couldn’t see through the veil of blackness one could sense. The screaming happened at all hours, waking her and sometimes lulling her to sleep. She wondered if it was indeed the same thing as these shadows despite it coming at different times. She did not like this forest it made her feel like a child..helpless and scared. It took her what felt like weeks to find a way out every cluster of trees that looked like to led into light never seemed to quite reach it. She drained a small pond, ate half the food from the pack and cried with terror and jumped nearly everytime she saw the shadows and heard the screams at first, she made to run away but somehow they always found her.  
She felt her body weaken, her skin grow thin her eyes drop deeper into her head, clumps of her hair dropped out when she bathed in the pond. Once as she grabbed a stray clump from her head, her hand came up thick with blood. She saw her only blood everywhere she went after that on sticks she had walked over on the bed of ferns she had slept on. Later she found clumps of skin after she woke one morning. By the time she walked out of the forest at the pace of an old slug she felt she had went from a young widow to an incredibly old one. And to her surprise four weeks after she had left sweet apple forest and managed to make it from....to Brytoxn and see herself in a merchant shop keepers mirror, she was not thinner, nor lacking in hair or missing skin or covered in her own dried blood she looked the same as when she had left her home two and something months ago. However, what would have surprised Emily Berry more was that at the exact time she had hobbled out of sweet apple she had also stumbled into the town of blah lying just north of sweet apple bloody crying of an animal attack, fallen to her knees and cried with perfect rhythm and been taken into safety or atleast...someone who looked like her had.  











Chapter 12- Genevieve 


Bryton looked the same as Gen remembered it, the sky’s a permanent grey, the town littered with fishing ports every few kilometres except where her carriage went to side of town that housed the industry- the Darpers silk factories, coal mining industries and of course most importantly the three families she needed to see. They had all agreed to the terms of her letter and agreed to meet for a meeting at Bryton’s most well-known mortician’s office the Drovani’s motifican business aptly named ‘Drovani’s dead’. She knew in her mind the families likely choose this destination to scare her and reassured herself doing her harm would do them no good. She was more valuable to them alive and their businesses would not survive her grandmother’s outrage if she was killed; thought the old bat does not care that much about her she still wants her alive.

Her carriage pulled into the thin grey cobblestoned alley, on a side street and she stepped out to be greeted by the pitter pattering of the rain. The walls on this street were the same colour as the sky, wearing a tailored burgundy suit and black heels Gen walks toward the sign reading ‘Drovani’s dead’ that is the entrance to the mortician’s business, Gen’s bodyguards flank behind her. She straightens her ponytail and with a ding of the bell that lies above her head she opens the door. At entrance stands a desk a pale grey desk, pictures of bodies resting like trophies above it and to the right of the desk a silver sterile looking door. A woman sits at the desk deathly calm, almost unmoving and she looks like a skeleton her face is as pale as the dead, narrow and bony but not in an attractive way. Her hair is a deep black and her eyes take up most of her face and under them eye bags take up almost the rest of her face. She is a woman who already looks dead, Gen thinks. The woman wears a black cloak almost a black sheet like the reaper. Just as Gen starts to speak the woman’s hand gently jumps to her lips and she shushes her slowly, her shush has a rhythm that is somehow calming and frightening at the same time. Without moving the woman simply points to the door as if to tell Gen where to go for the meeting and mutters almost to quietly, “ they sleep, we do not know the price of disturbing them.” 

Gen nods quietly and walks soundlessly towards the door, when her guards make to follow she shakes her head and points to the door signalling she wants them waiting outside. She want to appear confident, assured of her own safety and value not needing guards to make a point she knows she could with them she has triple the amount of men these families do she could outflank them on a wim but she doesn’t want them cornered she wants them thinking she is.

She steps into the room and immediately smells this is where business is done, the smell of decay, rotting blood and cleaning products mingle in her mouth and nose. Her eyes jump slowly to the figures before her and the scene before her. Now she knows she walked into the right place. The room is vast enough to fit everyone and though and office she is keenly aware it is also the centre of the morge as she can see the silver square small doors that indicate bodies are stored here all over the room. The room itself again has grey walls, and a black floor and is lined with metal sterile looking grey chairs. To the right of her is where Gen turns to face, to the right of her is where the families are. The Drovani’s sit at front and centre as this is their turf, Don Salvatore Drovani, nicknamed ‘the undertaker’ sits at the centre behind a black wooden desk. He is dressed in a similar suit to Gen, expect only the colour is different it is grey and stripped. The Don who Gen has never met before looks similar to the woman at front, mostly dead, he has a long thin narrow face that’s very gaunt and big hollow eyes the colour of the rooms floor almost. He has no hair and is long and thin, pale as porcelain he looks to be in his mid-sixties. He sits at a wooden black chair with a burgundy coushin and behind him in less adorned black wooden chairs sit three men she knows who they must be; Enzo Drovani his consigliere, Marco Drovani the underboss despite being the oldest and the youngest boy Nico sits behind them all, he is the funeral director who is said to have a kink for his job. All three men wear suits of different shades of grey and black, Enzo wears a tight black suit, Marco a grey one with no pattern and Enzo a pearly white one. You can tell they are all related, as whether fat or thin they share their Dads complexion and gaunt long face. Their eyes are all massive and worn in, walking corpses the whole lot of them. They all have black hair; Enzo has the least of it as it only stands on the side of his head not the center and the other two men have gelled back jet black hair. 

To the left of the Drovani’s sit the Bellarossi’s with Contessa Rosa Bellarossi seated casually on a metal silver chair. She wears a black suit with a red blouse, matching her dark blood red lips she looks as luxurious and elegant as you’d imagine her; her hair a chocolate brown and curled to frame her face, her eyes a deeper brown and her skin tanned. Thought she was not conventionally attractive, their was something magnetic about her. And oh you could smell her scent from the other end of the room; she smelled like cream and spices and oranges. She smelled beautiful. Flanking her was a younger woman who looked plain but shared her mother’s complexion and wore a light red suit this was Adriane Bellarossi ‘the Quill’ as she was named and she was her mother’s secret weapon. On the other side of Contessa Bellarossi sat a man with a sly smile who was looking at Gen with intrigue, he was a plain looking man with curly brown hair and a good body. Interestingly, the mother was the most magnetic. Behind the Bellarossi’s were three guards wearing stylish suits that made them look almost comic. She wondered if they were really guards as Bellarossi was known for her deceit in the name of ‘giving everyone a show’. Behind the Drovani’s were five guards and Gen knew more were to be implied to waiting everywhere. 

To the right of the Drovani’s sat the Vescari’s, Don Silvanoi Viscari at the center, he was the tinniest man their. And clearly the oldest as he looked to be in his seventies. Next to him towering over him sat his wife and matriarch in her own right Elena Viscari, ten years younger than her husband and a combination of tall and busty she looked like a warrior. She stared at Gen with a serpentine gaze. Her Eldeste son Dario sat next to her, shorter than his mother and he appeared to have kind eyes. All eyes were watching Gen as she entered and sat on the one metal chair placed in front of Don Drovani’s desk, taking note of the rumoured hot head son of his Massimo that stood behind Don Viscari silently.

Genevieve started, “hello Don Drovani, Don Viscari, Contessa Rosa Bellarossi.”

Don Drovani smiled in a way that wasn’t really a smile but more just a baring of teeth, “ welcome to our home, Genevieve Archson, the dead speak so much about you. You are well known.” 

Genevieve swallowed, if that were true the dead did not have anything good to say.

Don Viscari spoke next in a cool, almost whispering tone, “hello little Archson, aren’t you the spitting image of your grandmother.” 

Contessa Bellarossi bristled in her chair before speaking, pushing a curl out of her face she smacked her perky big lips together before speaking. Arms folded over each other defensively she started, “ I like the look of her, very..” she gestured with one hand oustreched, “ me like.” She smiled coldly as if to say but not quite. When Contessa regarded her she was not so much speaking to Gen but making a statement at the heads and watching Genevieve’s reaction. Gen felt most watched by Bellarossi her eyes were keen and cunning, something was off with her but Gen could not name it. Something didn’t fit the picture she cast.

Genevieve coughed slightly, “ I’ll get right to business, I have a proposal for you all.” Before continuing Genevieve looked around for the Don’s approval to continue on. They all nodded one after another, almost on beat. Their offspring nodding a second later. Don Viscari nodded first, then Massamo then Don Drovani, his offspring and Contessa Bellarossi and then her offspring.

“ My proposal is this..” Gen started calmly, opening her body language so as not seem defensive-no crossed arms, upright posture, hands folded in front to communicate calmness and secureness. “ You all have no ground in Crinchest, you have no business because your business does not function in that environment. I propose that I become the supply line to start your business in Crinchest, I have contacts, and ways to pedal Mirevale diluted I have ways for you all to start your business in that environment.” 

The room went silent. 

Massimo was the first to speak with a twitch of his head that started his voice like the gas pedal to an engine, “why do we want this deal? After your offense to us! Whats to say we don’t just want you dead. What’s to stop us from doing that!’ his voice was brittle and rough like sandpaper. His hair light brown and dead straight jumped around his head like strands of wheat dancing in a lonely field. His eyes were green and sharp fierce and full of rage that gave them an almost pericing quality that could unnerve some people. But not Genevieve, though she knew he scared people, the man with the most power does not act like this. A little boy does. 

Before any of the Dons or Contessa could speak back Genevieve responded, she keened her head sideways watching him like a disapproving mother, “because I’m more valuable to you alive and we both know my death would mean your deaths for that ‘offense’ on my family.” Genevieve did not yell back, or give Massimo that satisfaction of even looking angry. She had the power here and she was going to show that in everything, from her body language to her tone.

Don Viscari turned back to face his son, shook his head once very slowly and Massimo buckled. Nothing was said but everyone who knew Viscari or even knew of him knew what he was saying- shut up you idiot.

Contessa Bellarossi pursed his dark red lips slightly, unfolded her arms and very slowly leaned forward taking her time to take up space. “ The boy raises a good point, however, valuable you are an untouchable, what’s in it for us little Archson just an expansion of our business?” 

Genevieve leaned forward slowly, mirroring Bellarossi’s body language, and looking at her as she spoke despite her leaning forward being closer to Don Drovani. He smells like Mold, she thought as she started to speak, “ I shoulder the danger, the transport the peddlers. I take the hit and the most risk, I bleed if it goes wrong and without lifting a finger you all profit. You all know how much Crin can be made if your bussiness hits the right market in Crinchest, Bryton and Opole are not the hotspots for the super wealthy. Crinchest is.” 

Don Viscari cackled, ever so quietly, “she is right.” But what strings are you using to tie us little bird. Where does this leave Viscari tomorrow?” 

Contessa Bellarossi met Viscari’s eye, “ and Bellarossi?” 

Don Drovani brought Genevieve’s attention back to himself and his family, he watched her through his dead eyes, “ the better question to ask my old friends, is what is in it for you. You are not just a woman who wants to escape punishment..” Drovani narrowed his eyes at her before saying, “ your not that simple.” 

Genevieve thought very carefully before responding, delicately dancing and stepping around the thoughts in her mind like a marionette. Careful not to cut strings loose that were holding her up. She didn’t move back, despite wanting distance from her dangerous could-be business partners. Confidence was important here. “ I will need twenty percent of the profit to cover costs, peddlers and if anything goes wrong. Beyond that, I don’t merely mean to make one deal with you all to escape my stupidity, I mean to build and Empire that feeds and profits all of us. I mean to build a business connection between business partners. I admire all your legacies.”

Their was a period of silence, silence almost as heavy as the deads silent in the room. Genevieve did not know how long it went on for but before she knew it Don Drovani’s chair croaked its old bones as he stood up slowly as if unfolding and outstretched his hand. Genevieve simply smiled heartily and shook it as the other Don and Contessa stood up too.




















Chapter 13- Noah


The funeral was held at the Inn a week later on a rainy Friday, so rainy infact you could not see through the window so it was almost like a dream. Noah wished it were a dream that this world he was in would fold like a sheet of paper and collapse in on itself. Never exsisting. Or becoming a memory. But as he looked at the body covered by a black sheet in the middle of the tables huddled together in the center of the room, he knew it wasn’t. This was real. This was all that was left. The days after he had found Darwin had been a blur of pain so intense one could no feel any other pain. Ms Burns hadn’t got out of bed for the last week, despite needing to run a business she as she said hadn’t ‘cared a damn’ whether they made money for what use was money in a world where her child died before her. Her eyes and nose were permanently red now, she had lost five pounds in the last week since she stopped eating, it was enough work according to Burnie to even get her to drink water. Strangely, Burnie was the same which was different from everyone. Noah was not himself, he had stopped working out, barely able to eat without throwing up from grief. He was a ghost, so ghostly Cassuis had screamed at him twice at training which was uncommon as he was one of Cassius’s favorite men. But he didn’t care that Cassuis had screamed he was ‘lazy’ and ‘letting his men down’ he still went to training everyday and did what was asked of him. The only problem was that he had stopped caring if he got hurt and had accidentally in sparring got injured by some of the new younger boys a cut on the leg and elbow, deep gashes blood everywhere. But somehow he felt pain was soothing, comforting since he deserved it after getting his friend killed by the book. He angered the book- the culprit of the murders- and the book had taken vengeance and summoned whatever it was to get Darwin. 

Or it had been connected to the book. So he kept the book safe it his room under his bed not wanting to anger it again for what else could he afford to lose? But he needed to understand where it had been summounded from? Where it was? So he needed to retrace his friends last actions to find where he found the beast. Because as Noah had checked the day after he had found Darwin it was nowhere near here. The funeral had twelve people attending- the bare minimum, as the Burns presumed the killers were the Eldeste through possibly what Darwin had done to anger them- most of people were women in love with Darwin. Barmaids, ex-dancers now strippers and some female miners along with the Burns extended family from Bryton Darwin and Burnie’s cousins- Kal, Kip and Rider Downs and their Mother Analise Downs-. The Downs stood behind the body teary eyed Kal and Rider basically identical with their shoulder length ginger hair and tanned skin as well as long narrows faces. Their triplet Kip was the one who stood apart from them, he was the oldest with a round face, tight jaw, short cropped browny ginger hair and different features from his brothers, he had green eyes for a start. Kip wore glasses the others didn’t they looked down at their cousins body that was hidden under a white blanket all with solemn faces and the triplets did not speak the entire funeral, nore did their Mother she just held her sister in an embrace. The women wept, the men held it in their eyes only looking teary despite what they felt. Ms Burns was wrapped in a old white comforter, now gray as her sister held her. Noah had grown up with the triplets in a way, he had met them when he was fifteen and they were five they used to enjoy teaching the boys how to menace the little town of Opole on their visits and prank neighbours, oh no one liked the Burns and Downs because of their menacing children growing up. The boys were now twenty five and Noah thirty-five. Darwin was to be thirty-six soon, he would miss his birthday now. He would miss the rest of his birthdays now, now that he was nothing but a body. A cold form. 

Noah stood at the front of the room near the bar and poured himself a whiskey, no one else at the funeral was near the front, the rest other than the Downs were somewhere in the middle of the room. Except Sally, a barmaid who now crossed the room and pulled up a stool next to where Noah stood, her eyes were red but she was now composed. Her form was mainly corn white, blonde hair and a small form, “ my condolences for your loss I know Darwin was like a brother to you.” Sally said in her usual sweet sugary voice she reached out a hand to touch Noah’s. 

Noah looked up for a second, removed her hand from his, “ he was my brother..” he started, “..but thank you. I know this is hard for you too.” 

Sally shrugged, grabbing the bottle from Noah to pour herself a whiskey, “ unlike you it makes it easier for me to move on to see all the ‘other’ women. If you know what I mean.”

This was the only thing for the next month that would make Noah smile, Darwin would never have wanted her to see the other women. 

Sally took a swig of her drink, “ but its so strange I had just said it was over that day he died, I had found him walking out of a whorehouse hours before, we had a spat. And of course being Darwin he had thought telling me I could join may make me feel better..” Sally chuckled sadly, “ it didn’t.”

Noah frowned, maybe this was where he had met the monster, where it hung around, “ what whorehouse was it?”

Sally looked confused but answered anyway, “ I don’t know why you care to know but it was… Gracie’s Girls I think.” 

Noah pondered for a second, “Darwin doesn’t usually go that far for a screw.”

Sally raised her eyebrow visibly pissed at the implication, but Noah didn’t care and walked off to the middle of the room as the eulogies started in alphabetical order of the girls Darwin was screwing. Burnie had clearly organized it so he could kick the girls out early and then start on the important eulogies, family eulogies, Ms Burns even in her state would have been more polite. 

--

The funeral had finished at dusk, Noah was lucky enough that it was some heads birthday today so it was a public holiday Eldeste Owain he thought, the only man and least important head on the board. He wondered how many tokenistic celebrations were put on for his birthday in Crinchest, he probably had to have a few after serving as a head for a century. Noah now as the sun crept sideways to its slumber walked to the edge of Opole to Gracie’s Girls, he wanted to know who this mysterious girl was Darwin was screwing and if she might know anything. He had never been to Gracie’s Girl’s before, as with Darwin it was too far for him to go for a screw. He wandered through the edge of town, the broken down pubs and establishments to expensive to upkeep near Crinchest. All except Gracie’s which enticed many rich Eldeste, it stood just in front of forest all lit up from the outside. It was wooden with two stories and a big wrap around porch and open doors the colour of limes, the customers lounged on the porch rich drunks wearing gold jewlery just rich enough to survive but poor enough to live on the edge of Opole not good enough for Crinchest. But in a few years they probably would be if they kissed the Eldeste’s ass enough that’s how most in that position got to live in Crinchest- exploitation and sucking up. The first thing Noah saw from the distance was the sign reading ‘Gracie’s Girls’ in cursive and glittering gold lettering it sat just in front of the porch.

Noah with his big frame thundered up the porch and caught the eye of one of the four men lounging on velvet chair out the front working girls on their laps and dancing ontop of them. Swaying with the music and wind that was playing and dancing around the porch. The man whose eye he caught wore white linen shirt and was thin with a sort of rugged attractiveness that might set him apart from the other customers, he was what Noah wanted to look like at that age five and zero. The man’s arms were oustreched sideways on the chair behind him his legs doing the same as the woman ran fingers down his chest and danced between his legs this way and that. His hair was long and jet black his eyes fierce and menacing, he would do well in the Eldeste’s world. He titled his head as his eyes moved slowly from the girl to Noah, “want to join, boy? Your pretty enough too.” The man added with one eyebrow raised saying the word delicately. 

It took Noah a second to register the proposal as such proposal was uncommon in Opole, you did not experiment like that in Opole they were traditional it was only the rich that could experiment with that and same sex marriages for convivence. He supposed that was why the people from Crinchest especially those of his age he had heard doing such things thought those in Opole old fashioned.  Noah shook his head and looked back to the door making his way inside, all he saw was the man frown and mouth something to the woman that made her chuckle. Maybe something about him. He didn’t really care. Once Noah was inside his eyes had to adjust to light the orange and yellow lamplight and light coming from the main room on the first floor, the lounge room. Men lay like carpets with the working girls being cats draped on top of them in all different poses. The girls were ornate all dressed in different coloured gowns like jewels- rubys, purple gemstones, sapphires and opals- the men were on velvet red lounge chairs that faced different angles around the room. Some women lay on the carpet in front of the fireplace and some just on the carpet in front of their men. Much like cats. A woman he had not spotted previously probably in some corner talking to a customer meandered over to him, she wore a black gown setting her apart from the rest. It was sleeveless, with a big skirt. She walked out to where he stood in the hallway, she was in her mid-fifties yet somehow well kept together and elegant. But was attractive in a way that was off-putting and creepy.

She placed a hand as soft as silk on his shoulder, “how may I help you, sir?”

Noah coughed clearing his throat, “I’m looking for a woman, she was last visited by my friend.”

The woman laughed slowly, hand still on his shoulder, “yes we have a few of those. What was your friends name?”

Noah smiled nervously, “Darwin Burns.”

She pulled her hand slowly of his shoulder and thought for a few seconds, “ mhh yes I remember all my customers, charming young lad with ginger hair?”

Noah nodded.

“I’m Gracie let me lead the way to my girl that your friend last saw.” She flicked a finger backwards beckoning him to follow her. They weaved through chairs and excited customers some whooping men and some women giggling like excited schoolgirls. It seemed like a strangely luxurious and happy atmosphere. He followed the glamorous pimp closely, not wanting to get drawn off track by the working girls winking at him or side eyeing him. She led him to the back of the room to a working girl chatting to a man standing up and running her hand up and down his arm, she wore a red ruby gown a similar cut to Gracie and had chocolate brown hair a smattering of freckles and a lot of laugh lines. She had a very forgettable face, so he wondered how she must have ended up here, she must be skilled? Gracie tapped her on the shoulder and she turned abruptly making her gown puff up and spin underneath her. Gracie whispered in her ear and the girl smiled, she then started talking to her customer, “ I’m sorry Mr Terrence, I will get back to you in a second.” Her smile was pasted on her face as she gave him a soft kiss on the cheek looking very fond of the customer and walked in front of Noah toward the hall. Gracie motioned for him to follow her and Noah did. The working girl led him past the hallway he was previously in and up the stairs to the next floor in silence, at some point Gracie disappeared and he was just following the girl to a bedroom. They turned a corner once they were at the top of the stairs and walked into a room to the right of them with a red door, once they were in the room the girl silently closed the door behind them and Noah’s eyes ran around the room. The bedsheets matched her dress all the room including the carpet was a scarlet red, it was only the walls that were a pearl colour. 

“I’m Leighanna Ruby, nice to meet you, Noah?” The working girl asked with a professional smile, worn like a suit on a businessman.

Noah raised an eyebrow, body stiffening, “how do you know my name?”

Leighanna responded simply, “Darwin discussed you a lot.” 

Noah looked disgusted, “in bed!?” he looked at the double bed as he said it.

Leighanna looked amused, “no…” she shook her head, “that’s not all us working girls do..we also talk. Talking is a lot of our job the men coming to us also often want company and someone to talk to that won’t judge.”

Noah nodded silently, he hadn’t thought that was what working girls did as a big part of their job. “ I’m here because Darwin died, a week ago.” Noah’s words came out hollow igniting the ache of grief in his chest. 

Leighanna’s face dropped an inch. “Oh, I’m so sorry I quite liked him. He was one of my Favorite customers we used to talk for hours. He was easy to talk to.”

Noah’s throat stung, “yes he was, he was a great talker.” 

Their words hung in the open air of the stuffy wooden bedroom for a while, dancing around the air, twisting and turning before hitting Leighanna’s ears. 

Noah thought carefully about what he wanted to say before saying it, could he trust a whore? A whore connected to the Eldeste distantly? She could go running to them. 

“He died mysteriously I’m guessing.” Leighanna observed Noah’s silence before responding.

“How do you know that?” Noah retorted even though he wanted information from her. 

“Because most men don’t generally look at a Whore in fear, usually the opposite happens. For thirty Crin I won’t tell the Eldeste what your asking about..” Leighanna stopped smiling whilst she was talking this time extending her hand for the payment. 

Noah dug in his deep pocket clumsily, “and you’ll tell me what I want to know?”

“Sure,” Leighanna waved her hand impatiently in demand for her payment. 

Noah crossed the short space between Leighanna and himself and gently placed the cash in her hand.

“What was the last thing you two discussed?”

Leighanna stepped backwards keeping a distance slightly, for whatever reason, “ he was acting strangely bringing up things we had never talked about in the months we had been seeing eachother. He was frantic demanding I lock the door asking if people often hovered outside it. I said no and then he demanded I close the curtains and we sit in the center of the room. He then paid me about eighty Crin to not tell the Eldeste what he spoke off with me…”

Noah’s mouth formed a big o in surprise. 

Leighanna continued, “ Darwin then showed me scratches on his arm, like claw stratches that were burned into his skin he said he had ‘marked for death’ by something in the trees some monster with yellow eyes that he was convinced came from Sweet Apple. He was then telling me it was the Claws so I was not sure what he quite believed it was quite garbled and rushed he was only here half an hour. I then asked him rightly why he came to me if he thought he was soon to die? Why he wanted to see me? And he said…he was convinced I could stop it because of my knowledge.” 

Noah looked confused and stepped closer to her, “ how does a common whore have knowledge about this?”
Leighanna looked down sadly, “ a common whore’s family had knowledge my Grandmother studied the Claws at advanced schooling and had access to old historical records. And this is a very old trick in the Claw book I told him that it was too late this was a Soulmaw’s work, one of the Claws beast lapdogs from Sweet Apple forest and that if he had already been marked I couldn’t do anything to help him. This beast memorizes your blood, body composition, taste, smell, heartbeat everything when in scratches you you are marked for death. I then held him for twenty minutes while he cried and then we…” she motions to the bed, “ just to cheer the poor guy up you know.” 

Noah took a moment to absorb everything she had said, “ why is the beast here? Why do the Claws want Darwin?” 

Leighanna swallowed, “ he was not very good at helping me find that out..because of the mess he was in. But they can often come after people who steal their property like this or maybe they want to hurt the Eldeste but frankly, they would likely go for an a grandchild more than a commoner they are powerful enough to. But I can’t be sure.” She then took a second to scratch her head, “ don’t tell Gracie I gave you this ok..but I want to help me and Darwin became ‘close’. She doesn’t like us helping with this sort of thing because the treason could get us shut down.”

Noah nodded solemnly, he didn’t really care if he got killed for this treason his life was meaningless he cared more about avenging his brother and finding out what happened to him. As well as getting rid of the book. He watched as Leighanna walked to the left sidetable brought a notepad out of the draw and started scribbling something down, it was a small room so he could see how bad her handwriting was from the other side of it. 

She then crossed the room and handed it to him. “here these are the names of two people who can help you, one is the local descendant of the Claws, estranged family but she knows more than anyone about her family her name is Selvara Night. That’s her alias. Next is an old customer I know of mine and friend, he’s a mercenary he used to work for the Claws but he fell out with them they tried to kill him and now he sells information on everything to do with them to the highest bidder at their disdain. He must be accurate as they are still trying to track him down and kill him. He’s a very skittish man just so you know don’t make any sudden movements.” 

Noah took the paper and stuffed it in his pocket discretely, “ thank you,” he said with a nod. There was silence for a moment before she spoke the final sentence between them. 

“He was a good guy, I cared about him. So please don’t hesitate to find me if you need anything I’d really love to help. And I’m always here for good money.” Leighanna tried to say the sentence lightly, but that was clearly not the way it was meant.

“Thank you for your help.” Noah said blankly with a false smile and left.












Chapter ?- Cassuis/ August

You and me and never us; a complicated series of almost interactions. 
· Unknown 

10 years later, 1870. 

The cries of battle felt suffocating along with the smoke as the Archiron Castle burned. Burned like the gold it was made of was on fire, burned like liquid gold would ingulf the ugly death that befell the battlefield and swallow it up and make it….pretty?

People died next to him, his men, his women..every soul. They died in pain, some holding their loved ones as they were stabbed to death. Some with their loved ones protecting them as their final breath escaped them and they glowed with the burning castles light. Ingrid a firey girl only about 15 with bright white blond hair died as she was stabbed through the face. He had known her for five years now, he had known all of the rebel movement for five years and now they were merely corpses. 

The thought dawned on him as he cut and hit and kicked his way through the battlefield my family is gone so I must find my husband. The thought kept him moving, killing like an animal would prey but bloodier, more repetivedly. Stab the heart, stab the arteries. Stab the heart, stab the arteries. Stab the heart, stab the arteries. Stab the heart, stab the arteries. Stab the heart, stab the arteries. And again and again until only he stood wearing the symbol of revolution his pearl white armour christened with the enemies blood. The jet black hair from his ponytail that had escaped glided around his face caressing his jaw as he stood and watched the enemy fall. 

He searched the crowd of angry, screaming men and women cutting each other up for his love. His love that though who fought in the enemies ranks was still loyal to the cause. He simply misunderstood, Cas knew he had. He was not the sort of man to truly fight in the enemies ranks, Cassuis had to save him take him to the right side. He cut through body after body forgetting completely about the men in his rank, whose general he was. Those men didn’t matter, they were simply means to an end.

Finally, out of the corner of his eye through his efforts he had cut a line through the crowd and he saw HIM. He wore the enemies colours, he wore their gold armour his hair was cut short, shorter than August would ever wear it, cut into a bald cut. Cassius squinted at him as through a line in the crowd he saw August look at him, see him through the crowd. He stood tall, his skin ashen basically no hair on his head. His eyes shone a hazel in the sun as it caught in his eyes and stayed their, the light from the Archiron castle highlighted August casting him in white light like an angel. Were his eyes normally hazel? Cassuis’s mind ran wild, as he continued stabbing and cutting always catching August in the edge of his eye. August was hurt clearly he just stood their, still as a statue a confused look in his eye not fighting, not cutting through the crowd to meet him but standing perfectly still.


His porcelain freckled face drifted down, as stripe of orange light fell down his face, the sky was the colour of his skin. And then August fell to the side so lightly with such grace it was like he was a feather blown sideways by the wind. 

Cassius’s breath left his body as if a hand had reached into his chest and snatched it, as he stood in shook for a moment. A Archson solider an old man struck a blow to his shoulder and Cassius fell back a second the mans bright blue eyes glistened in the sun, as did his grey beard as he went for the kill shot through the heart. Cassius whipped his head around and with one hand he slit the mans throat and plunged his sword through the mans heart. The Archsons now used cheap metal since their riches were going, cheap metal which was easy to stab through, they were almost giving their soldiers a death sentence. 

As the metal of Cassius’s sword struck true into the mans chest with a thud, the end of it normally pearl white now stained in scarlet blood, Cassius, all in one movement removed his sword from the mans body and threw him to the ground. Cassius sped up his cuts, strikes and hits now slobbier more brutal less merciful leaving some with deaths, yes, but horribly, painfully, gut-wrenchingly painful deaths. He didn’t care. 

The sky became a deeper white, a grey, which clouds were lit by the deepening orange of the Archiron castle, now almost a red. Lighting cracked across the battlefield, blue lighting which slid in between the ranks of gold men in front of Cassius as far as the eye could see. He didn’t look behind him he cut, cut bodies like they were paper he stabbed a solider all of two and ten through the face, stabbed a woman in the heart then cut her arties, her brunette hair soaked in her own blood as she fell. He stabbed and cut up innocents not caring about his morality. He cut his way til there was only one solider standing between him and August, a man his age and complextion but with shorter hair. 

Cassuis sheathed his sword and as the man made for the killshot he dodged the mans sword hit it out of his hand and quickly broke the boys hand in a smooth movement as he grabbed his neck. He then let the man drop to the ground and turned sideways to face August. His heart beat through his eyes, his jaw, every inch of his body like a drum wrack wack wrack wack wrack wack.

August’s eyes caught his from the ground and as they met Cassius moved to help him up cupping him under the armpits. August said nothing the whole time only watched Cassius with intense little grey eyes silently. Once Cas got him up and standing safety, the battle raging behind them, Cassuis started to speak. His men came up behind him to protect him and his lover. 

“ Hello my love…” Cassius started, the men, the blood, the death, the flames, the corpses, the screams of anguish disappearing as the world honed in on one thing, August. He smiled lovingly looking August up and down, his hair whipped in his face, he pushed it out the way. The scene would have been normal in another world, in the world where August was speaking not just staring, in the world where something wasn’t wrong. 

Cassuis never got to finish his sentence for with a hideous bloody smile August plunged his sword, in his right hand deep into Cassuis’s heart. A killshot. His pulled his body down onto the sword as he did so, to secure the kill to make sure. And as he did August finally spoke in a voice that was too ancient and wicked to be his own, “ this is for the Tolijo’s!” 

As he said the line his eyes opened wider to look truly unnatural and he keened his head sideways. 

Cassuis made a weak noise, one that he heard so many times when men were dying and as he looked into his lovers eyes one last time, his lips pouted as if to blow one last kiss and he fell. Sword imbedded in him like an accessory he fell and died on the battlefield. 

Current day- 1860

August 

August was home, trapped in the confinement of cleanliness and silk sheets. Trapped in Klosa. Trapped where everyone else longed to be, in Tolijo castle. His room was perfect with scarlet curtains and scarlet bedcovers; he wore bed clothes made of pure gold and silk. His room had beautiful marble walls too, luminous in the morning light glowing like fireflys. His room was so big that as the servants a flurry of reds, oranges and yellows made their way into his room like a school of majestic fish it was barely full. They brought in their porcelain-coloured hands tray after tray of foods: a plate of fried egg and bread, a plate of fruit and creams, a plate of rice and fish, a plate of yogurt, a plate of rice egg and mince. So many trays that August puzzled sleepily over what to pick, rubbing his sharply straight jet-black hair as he thought.

He poked a long thin finger at three trays silently; speech illuded him in the morning and the servants scuttled over to his white marble table facing his very wide oval window. The servants a mess white skin and black hair then tied his curtains to their holding posts and gently almost silently placed the three trays on the table with equal space between them. Then whatever number of them there were (August forgets) scuttled out of the room taking their many pale hands and black heads with them.
August moved sideways as gracefully as a snake does towards its target and dangled his legs over the side of his bed until they hit the floor. He moved slowly the quite breeze blowing his clothes backwards as he did towards the food. The three golden trays he had picked which had on them golden plates of food contained the following; egg and rice, fruit and cream, specifically dragonfruit, and a tray with an assortment of Klosa’s finest caffeinated drinks which included- Murasaki jolt, Ao flash and shiro surge. The Murasaki jolt was a purple sweet patatoe latte with expresso. The Ao flash was butterfly pea tea with cold brew and the Shiro surge was a white chocolate coffee.
August’s fingers glided between the cups as he thought and then settled on the Murasaki jolt, which little did he know was his fathers Favorite too. He looked out the window and wished he could admire the scenery of Klosa the ancient and tall bright green trees that like fingers pointing upwards jutted out between the buildings of the Oldtown which housed the workers population; sword makers, cooks, farmers, soldiers, clothes makers and whores. He wished he could admire the bright red rose blossom trees that hung over the common area in the middle of town housing a wooden oak stage for dancers and singers. The area was right in the center of August’s vision from where he sat, the hundreds of old wooden chairs sitting just in front of the stage. He always loved visiting the common area as a kid being one with the locals, meeting the local boys dancing with them and the young local girls. Now that area just reminded him he was soon to be dead and at so young too as he was only just zero and three.




Cassuis

Cassuis thought of August as he drilled the Archiron soilders, thought of his hands, pale skin, eyelashes, the way his muscles flexed as he moved naked…

Cassuis’s own voice interrupted his thoughts,” one! And two! And three! Get that sword up Michael!” 

The sound of hundreds of mens footsteps in perfect unity beat over Cassuis’s voice. Michael was one of the newest and weakest recruits in the Archiron army he was all of three and ten and did not have the muscle on most occasions to even hold up the sword he was given. 

Cassius thumped himself on the head and his voice went up a pitch higher, to an almost feminine wave of noise, “ Michael!GET.IT.UP.”

The rest of the men in the Archiron army moved to command with slight smirks on their faces. As before something happens their was an air of seriousness that slowed time to a single moment that brought a cascade of emotion on like a wave. Cassuis stood in front of the army on the white marble platform and watched as one person in the line of gold. The long long line of gold uniforms that flashed rays of almost mini suns at the person watching. One person stood out in this line, one small body. Michael. Cassuis watched in mute anger as Michael hit the man behind him in the face and that man fell into his fellow soilders and that man after that man after that man until all the men down one line fell to the ground in screaming heap of fury.

Chapter 14- The Great Archson



The older she got the more vivid and colourful her dreams got as if death was reaching out a soft hand to caress her in her sleep. They got so vivid that now dreams were like entertainment for her, a rewatching of her life, a rewind of memories she had long forgotten. Her oldest and most precious memories were rewinded in fifteen hour cycles of sleep in which some of her servants would say she appeared almost lifeless for hours straight, she was pale and often breathing so shallowly that unless the room was silent none could hear her. This dream came to her when who Tara used to be appeared in her minds eye, her big brown eyes so circular and shaved head, big pink lips and chocolate colored skin danced from side to side as her vision of Tara became clearer. 

“Netty.” That’s what Tara used to call her, in that way that spoke of how she saw her in the way that she said the name as if it were the most perfect name in the world.

Tara’s whole body was wrapped in the softness silks in the world- Alosian silks- some of the worlds most expensive too. Tara was wearing sage green silks that wrapped around her figure perfectly showing of the slightness of her chest, her tiny waist and her perfectly curved behind. The dress had long sleeves but a low neckline and bunched together at the waist so that Tara’s torso and legs had a line accentuating the longness of her legs and shortness of her torso. Her makeup was done the same as that night too, the makeup from that night, her eyes were light green, her lips a cherry brown her hair colored white, her eyelashes long and Lucious and her skin shone. Tara reached out a hand grabbed Lenette’s 

She was as beautiful as the last time they had seen each other the 20th of Wint, the day the great games finished, the day she left for a hundred years.


1760, the 20th of Wint
  
Tara was so alive when she laughed, in a way that was contagious like her laugh turned the whole room golden. She laughed with her whole face and body, her laugh was like a melody that jumped out twisting and turning toward you through gap teeth. She sat at the long soley white marble dining table that lay in what is now called the Archiron palace but a hundred years ago was called the Star palace after the current rulers, the Chelstars. 

Tara sat with her back to the front door which back then was painted a elegant royal blue but now is painted a glimmering gold. She spun around to face the door as soon as Lenette limped through it covered in blood having limped from the arena. She had not laid eyes on Tara since the last round, since she killed her only brother and heir to the throne. Tara had clearly not seen the footage yet, that was the point of the last round it was mystery until it was aired tomorrow night in the theatre. But seeing as Tara was here for dinner the last round would not remain a mystery for long, Tara looked at Lenette blankly and stared past her waiting for her brother to walk through. The servants that had been with Lenette appeared instead handing her a fresh towel to clean her face and pushing her towards the bathing room, up another flight of stairs. They closed the door behind them as the three of them entered. Lenette stopped letting them push her up the stairs as Tara screamed at her from her seat disrupting the happy dinner conversation, “ where is my brother Archson! What have you done?!” 

The fondness she had in her eyes for Lenette, the affection she usually had for her was gone and replaced with a mix of disgust and rage. She knew deep down what Lenette had done what Tara had forced her to do because of her betrayal. 

Lenette turned and walked towards Tara coming up just short of where she stood. “ I did what you forced me to do!” Lenette spat at her. 

Tara’s hazel eyes lit with some emotion Lenette did not understand and as Tara’s hand whipped backwards she was not expecting it as it rushed across her cheek. Red blotches bloomed and pain seared the side of Lenette already sore face. When her hand resumed to the same place and Tara tried to hit her again Lenette grabbed her hand encircling Tara’s wrist in a grip three times as strong as iron, Tara struggled against it but Lenette pulled her close and whispered one sentence in her ear that changed the trajectory of their relationship, “ I would not do that you are talking to the new Eldeste head and ruler of Western Ketelas. Do not make me your enemy.” 
And after she finished her sentence as quickly as she had said it and as silently Lenette let go of Tara and Tara with tears in her eyes walked out the door to the Star castle and Lenette’s life. 
 
This was the part of the dream where Lenette always woke up full of regret and sorrow but telling that simple fact to no one that she missed her lover sixty years ago every night now and was looking for her. Not in a lustfull way she had stopped sex as a concept in her mind and in reality nearly forty years ago, but in a way of love and reconnection a particualry sexless concept to Lenette now.  But her desire in her dreams and moments after were one she ignored for one could not be a dictator and engulfed in the blind passions of an idealized romance with a woman she had not seen for sixty years. Or she would be a fool. Sex had also stopped having a place in her mind when she turned eighty, she had forgot really how to do it, especially, with the gender she intended to do it with it had more complicated motions. She had never been a particular sex interested person to begin with. Only with Tara. So her dreams were just reminders of her youth, nothing more. Now she dreamed of far more romantic notions; of gaining alliances that would make her even more powerful of crushing the rebel forces and proving her greatness. She dreamed of the history books she had rewritten, some burned, she dreamed of all the new ones she would have her scribes write about her it was better than Arcane magic. She had scribes who would write backstories and future histories into thin air and they would be believed, despite, whether they were true. The power was better than any sex she didn’t want or had wanted when she was young.



Chapter 15- Genevieve

By mid-year Mirevale’s value had gone up in Crinchest by five percent, and the drugs popularity at parties, to sweeten renters and whores’ temperaments and amongst the super wealthy Eldeste had gone up. But not so far up that the Archson had caught word a new supplier- other than her approved suppliers- was suppling Mirevale. Genevieve now was a ‘friend’ of the Drovani’s, Viscari’s and Bellarossi’s with friendly discourse being made in any letters they did send. The forth family running Mirevale as an underground bussiness in Opole- who had been previously excluded due to their laziness and doubt in the ‘little Archson’- the Corvani’s now wanted a piece of the deal and had been writing to Genevieve with flattery and praise. 
But Genevieve liked the chase, so she would let them chase a little longer til she got bored of it. Besides, she was distracted with managing the business, her relationship with Edric, Lorenzo, her reading, new language tutor- she got bored-, games of chess with Eldeste Chelstar, new piano teacher-she got bored-, and her new job of showing around one of Eldeste Archson’s greatest allies the Yarrows. 
Currently, after finishing reading her books Gen now scowered the heads ancient library looking for new reading material to entertain her mind. The library was both bigger and smaller than you would expect, its ceiling was beautiful and curved with golden, yellow and pale blue paint. The ceiling depicted the Great Archsons story- her impoverished youth, her wearing brown rags, her wild teens her many love affairs with beautiful maidens, her teens in which she gained her strength. She was depicted in this stage throwing a wooden building across the air, then there were the depictions of her battles and braving levels of the great games and then she was shown glorious and golden in her marble seat of power. Her straight blonde hair flying around her, her blue eyes shining with joy as she outheld her hands towards her subjects both rich and poor men and women some dressed in brown rags-the poor- some dressed in white silk suits and dresses. The white symbolizes the rebirth of the rich, to a rebirth of the middle class gaining more wealth. It was a boring story everybody knew, any person in Opole, Bryton and Crinchest could recite the story by heart. They even learned it in school.
Genevieve wandered aimlessly around the first level of the library, picking up book after book and reading the titles; the secret to understanding body language, the history of the Claws, the history of the Chelstars, the history of the Groves, the history of the Yarrows. Gen picked up the last two and first book the latter of which was a pale ivory the two former two different shades of navy blues. Just as she positioned the three books carefully under the armpit of her yellow and gold lined v necklined dress someone tapped her on the shoulder. In her yellow heels she turned around to face culprit, the late arrival, Julian Edward Yarrow. Her blond hair was an inch from whipping his face as she slowly turned, he was watching her as she did so his eyes were the first thing she noticed about him. Small and tight lined with crows feet like eyeliner, and as dark as his skin. He stood a foot taller than her and she was a tall woman, he was fifteen years her elder and he looked it. His heavy curls dripped down to his shoulders, his face was round but angular he was not a very attractive man, his features did not fit his face. They were to worn in and his face itself looked delicate, so they just looked oddly posed all in the wrong positions. His lips were a mix of a warm brown and light pink. He wore a navy poet shirt, that clung to him in a way that showed of his rich dark skin that was glowing practically beneath.
He reached his hand out to hers, rolling his fingers under her wrist like he wanted to savour the touch and store it somewhere in himself. His fingers caressed her wrist as he brought her small, wan hand to his mouth and placed a kiss in the centre of the top of her hand.
Despite the oddness of his looks Genevieve felt a warmness like a bath come over her body and slide into her chest melting something in there.
“My Lady, you grew up to be quite radiant.” He still held her hand in his as he looked her up and down his eyes moving like a liquid, a wave. 
The sun beat down on them from the oval to their right, it hung taller than them both on the ivory wall. The bookshelves sat just below them and were a dark oak, littered with bookshelves organized in colour, they stood in the red to orange to yellow colored book section. The sky was bright and daring through the window, like it was smiling. 
“and you look the same prince Yarrow,” Genevieve tenderly pulled her hand from his. She breathed deeply through her nose remembering vaguely the last time she had seen the Prince, the nephew of the Dual kings. She was only just twenty-two it was thirteen years ago and her father and brother had died in the summer. It was spring, she had been forced to attend one of her grandmothers many balls to meet many bachelors- both male and female- as she was now her grandmothers’ ward. Not because she could not look after herself, she could be a barmaid or some sort of working-class commoner but because her grandmother needed to pretend to care for her family to help her image and look like she at least had some sort of heir who could take over. Even though she would never let that heir get anywhere, she needed to prove her family-first image as there was chatter of this just being an ‘act’. And when Gen had showed up at the Archiron castle, begging and alone a great opportunity had arisen. 
But Genevieve hated her life since her only families’ deaths; she was in a cage, alone with no one to speak to all the maids were weary of this ‘heir’ and the soilders and the other heads children saw competition from her. They had been hoping the Archson would groom them for the role in some delusional fantasy. So she had spent the last two months simply reading and not talking, she had not spoken a word for two months for she had no need to speak and if she did, who did she even have to speak to? She was young, newly mute and alone for the first time in her life so she sat at a table at the far back of the gigantic ballroom that housed six hundred eligible friends, wife’s and husbands. A few bold bachelors had approached her a thin bird like looking woman with dark hair and eyes who had nattered onto her about the use of ‘kindness’ when handling the people of Opole before realizing it was both a waste to put on the act of seeming ethical with the commoners and a waste to bother talking to Genevieve for she did not respond. She didn’t need to the Archson didn’t particularly care if she did or not, she was a figure head, a symbol, not anything useful now she had only been useful before to prove a point. She didn’t think she’d even had a conversation with the Archson since she’d been allowed to stay two months ago. 
Her face was bony and angular, her eyes sunken into her skull and heavy with purple under eye bags no matter how much makeup her maids tried to smear on her. The next two bachelors- two pretty young men, one with blonde hair, one brunette had tried to chat her up to. Then realized after slowly seeing the the sunken-in-ness of her features and temperament that it was a waste and went of to talk to eachother at a table a few feet away. 
Then finally, someone had woken her from her state like a slap in the face, even if only waking her for a moment. Walking slightly rigidly and newly seven and thirty Julian pulled up the seat next to Gen and sat next to her closer than the others had. Daring, braver than the others his black curls were cropped close to his face, his eyebrows were long and thick as were his lashes and they tickled her cheek as he leaned in to whisper in her ear, “you know for someone so young, you look like one of the threes demented monsters.” As he moved backwards back to his seat, he smiled like it was second nature revealing pearly white teeth. He left one hand on the edge of the back of her seat. 

She darted back, more passionately than she had in months and almost opened her mouth to blurt out a slur before realizing who he was. She frowned at him slightly.

He caught it and twisted the frown between his eyes as he spoke, “ mhh, I haven’t impressed you with my boldness then. My humour, has my status confounded or impressed you?”

Genevieve didn’t respond she just stared at him. 

He rolled his eyes dramatically stood up pushing his chair behind him and revealed his suit, a jet black tight fit showing his wide shoulders and thin legs. He had the proportions of a triangle and in the suit it highlighted how heart shaped his face was. She didn’t know if this was good or bad. He held out a hand to her, “come, darling.” He said, his voice sliding around the floor like a bar of soap slides around the shower. 

Surprising herself, she took his hand. Her lavender-coloured dress billowing as she stood. He led her to the dance floor which was a black coloured marble whilst the rest of the floor was a white coloured marble. When they stood close to each other still holding her hand standing directly across from him, she heard the beat of the music change jump from a wave of softeness to a bang of dark juts up. Just as the beat changes, moving like water to the music Julian whipped her into his chest and then outwards turning her to face away from him. Turning her like she was made of air. His hands felt like ropes tugging her this way and that and soon she turning of her own free will, he was prancing around her turning her so her dress jumped up like an eager child ever so slightly from where it lay at her ankles. He then stopped spinning her and the overhead deep orange lights became clear overhead in her vsion and suddenly all at once he was taking both her hands and pulled her into his chest. His hands in hers, he glided her around the dance floor the push and pull of his steps and arms alining perfectly in time with the beat of the music. The beat jutted up she was pushed up into steps backwards the beat dropped he cascaded backwards, the dance was a battle across the floor and they moved seamlessly together. One of his hands let go of hers, his right as he moved it down firmly to the space in her back just behind her waist. He squeezed once and as the music jumped he whipped her backwards and moved her body in a circular rotation to the beat from his right side to his left. All whilst pulling the lower part of the body ontop of his. 

When she was pulled back to face him, her breath thick and slow his hands moved back to take both of hers and he danced her backwards as the music beat a tangent of noise, harsh and moving like a gust of air somehow backwards. He whisked her around the room once more and suddenly she was aware that most of the room was staring at her, but she did not care. He threw her in a twirl that made her head sing with dizziness backwards, she watched herself turn almost in third person looking down at her velvet lavender coloured dress she saw the orange glow of the light dance down her dress as she turned as if it were a liquid being poured down it. And with the sweet wine in her system, the lights, the beat of the music and this man who she only knew by the last name Yarrow something about that night made her mind feel itself like it was a warm liquid. And as he pulled her again back into him, spinning her two and fro, dipping and caressing her in a way that was both courtly and charming somewhere along the beat of that dance a smile popped onto her lips like it was choreographed almost naturally she picked up the mood he had created and like her body her face caught on to the beat of that night. And as the song ended and he pulled her to his hot chest, sweat beading slightly there enough to excrete the smell of his musk of earth and rich leather and velvet she felt his hand gently on her back. In a way that didn’t ask for anything but spoke for itself, in a way that was friendly. 
He smiled with those big pink and brown lips of his, she watched the hair just above his lip collect a slight dampness as he spoke, “ ah now my dear I have impressed you.” His accent was from somewhere that wasn’t here it was thick like Lorenzo’s but more fluid like water not as rigid. He let go of her carefully and turned away, as he did she knew her smile had left long ago and like her smile he walked off across the dance floor. She was left standing there, but not in an embarrassing way, in a way that left her feeling a little taller than before. She watched his black suit glide of into the darkness of the garden doors and the night that lay beyond them, she watched him walk into the Eldeste’s perfume gardens on display and ponder a rose bush. 

She watched and wondered why this man had only wanted one dance and to insult her. 
Now that left them here, standing somewhat close to each other thirteen years older she wondered how he had recognized her she was a different woman thirteen years ago. She was thinner, gangly thing, very uncourtly, unladylike and solemn. But somehow in his visit since that last time, now on his first day arriving he had made a beeline for her and found her in her most common hiding spot.
He tossed his curls slightly, in a way that she knew he was trying to look coy and confident, “ I’m delighted to here your my guide to Crinchest, Princess Genevieve. I mean to look around while our Elders talk alliances and politics. Look around for my future businesses, see if this is the place to set them up.” Princess was not the proper way to address her, she was without a title, but she did not correct him as she enjoyed having a title.
Genevieve smiled cordially back, there were rumours of the dirtiness of his ‘businesses’ but she knew not what they were some say whorehouses, some say rental business but run in a garish way. But rumours did not say much only what uneducated people thought, otherwise they would be fact. Hopefully, as another way to quell her boredom if she showed him around she may figure it out. 
“Still not much of a speaker...” his eyes darted to the title of one the books visible under her armpits, “is that why you read up on us, to know what to say?”
“Maybe it’s simply because I have an interest in my grandmother’s allies.” Genevieve let the words slip like she did her dress drag behind her, carefully and with the proper way of doing it. She let her dress drag behind her as she turned her back to the prince and let him watch her walk away like a dog looks at a bone-revealingly hungry- he was far more interested in her than she was in him. 
After she had walked down the three steps from the first level of the library to the slightly darker ivory door that held the rest of the castle she heard him speak.
“If you are so interested in my family, Princess, you should join me for lunch tomorrow before you take me out to town so I can tell you all about them.” 
Genevieve stopped for a second surprised, she thought though he was interested it was only in young unmarried women. 
She continued to move nodded to the guards in front of the doors to open them and with the creak of the doors on beat said, “ well see what my husband says, Prince Yarrow.”

Chapter 16- The Great Archson
Chapter 17- he who walks among us

Jasper had wandered through Old Garmbsy for days stopping at nearby towns for sweet wine, bread and cheese and the occasional meat only. Otherwise, he slept outdoors in an old tent he had found along the way, he feared no attackers in the night, thieves or animals despite the rumours of the strangeness of the animals in these parts so close to Sweet Apple Forest. Rumours of half monster half cattle, half monster half cat that the villagers spewed he was the scariest thing to sleep outdoors here. He wondered as he wandered into sleep whether these monster cows went mooo or maaa, some demented form of mooo. He was likely the oldest thing to sleep out here, the Eldeste stayed in their lush castles while Jasper preferred the lushness of nature its songs in the night, caresses from the winds its tears that ran through the lake near where he lay camp. All of it was connected, all of it had been connected to him his whole life and reminder of his upbringing.
He was camping in old Garmbsy and had been wandering from Knifes edge to here for months now after taking a fishing boat from the Isels of Eji to knifes edge as he knew where he next needed to go to find his answers. To the children of who he was looking for, The Claws. He hoped the Witchen did not have as an intact connection to the minds of their dead as they said or getting his answer would go south but ether way he was not worried, he was too old to worry now. Death would be a mercy if only that lustful, greedy angel wanted him. Age had a way of making your mind unappetizing to the youthfulness of life to making life seem naïve and overly optimistic. With its show-off-ishness, repetitiveness and loud noises. He just wanted to see his mission through and then forget about life. Wouldn’t that be a relief to be forgotten and forget, to be nothing but black. To kiss death like a lover and entwine for eternity.
He dreamed of death when he slept, in a comforting way. Death felt like an old friend at his age a friend he was never to meet but imagined, a fantasy friend.


Chapter 18- Emily

She had arrived at Knifes Edge yesterday, after taking cart after cart through Crasmere, Wellspring, Lerwick, Fools keep and the Briar. The trip between the towns- all different from each other- had taken Emily two months. She had felt the seasons change, she had braved the cold through the long empty nights clutching her belongings close to her chest to hide them from the lowly other travellers she travelled with- one poor farmer, selling only eggs, one particularly moody drunk young lad and a pale foul smelling man claiming to be a future ‘popular fishman’. 


Chapter 19- Noah

The office of Selwara was dusty and murky and exceedingly strange. When you first stepped in everything appeared normal it was just a dark small apartment but then your turned your head and opened the door to her inner office and the strangeness began. The walls disappeared and turned into a forest spanning miles and miles, the floor had puddles and leaves, rotting leaves. It smelled of rot, of death and decay and then you walked to where the witch sat at her rounded purple table with her orb and the smell turned to smell luscious like a garden.
The Witch turned to face him in the middle of her table in the murky forest, and as it started to rain she started to speak, “ Hello Noah, what can I help you with?” 
Noah felt unease climb up his stomatch, “ how..how do you know my name? I have never met you?” 
The Witch smiled crooked yellow teeth, “it’s written in your soul darling, and I know many things. Names are easy to know. The wind speaks them.” 
Noah breathed deeply and sat next to Selwara, rain poured down his face waking him up slightly and dripping down his cheekbones and stubble. “ Well I suppose I know yours too.”
Selwara was quick to answer this with a smile that showed the crooked bones in her face and strangliness of her black hair, “ no you don’t. Age conceals.” 
Noah swallowed audibly, he was always warned about Witchen growing up so he was weary of them, “ I have come for information about the Claws, I have a suspicion they killed my friend.”
Selwara nodded slowly, “ give me your hands, child.” 
Noah reached his hands across the purple velvet table and allowed the witch to take her hands. They were cold and bony. “ But how will this help?” 
“This is mandatory I need to know who I’m dealing with.” Selwara took his hands in hers and closed her eyes, a second later she then separated her fringe in the middle to reveal something Noah had never seen before. A third eye, with black pupils and colouring. It looked like the eye of a monster.
Noah couldn’t breath as it started him down and Witch’s body started shaking, seizing to be exact. She did about a minute of this and then dropped Noah’s hand with a bang on the table, she was breathing heavily when she opened her eyes again and started at Noah in awe. “ You need be careful.” She said it with an uncomfortable laugh. 
“ What? Why? I’m here about my friend he’s the one who got hurt.” Noah asked confused. 
Selwara eyed him up and down, “ you are not supposed to have it, no volcane is!” 
The book, she meant the book!
Noah just started at her mute. 
“ You are cursed boy, this is all wrong. Somethings wrong! You have angered them!” She started screaming frantically. Shaking, crying, she covered her eye with her hand and covered it with her fringe once more. 
“ I want to know why they killed? What happened to him!” Noah yelled back, frightened now. 
“ You have angered something old in us Witchen, you stole from us!” She screamed back cackling in anger like a manic.
“ They stole him from me!” Noah yelled in blind rage, “ and I don’t want it! I don’t how can I give it back!” 
She went very quite, breathing deeply for a free seconds. The action seemed self soothing, as she was very agitated. “ Your friend was not killed for a purpose and he was killed by the Oldest of us Claws. Our parental figures. It was the wrong place and time. They do not like me asking, but I must tell you this it is important,” she reached over the table and grabbed Noah’s hands once more whispering, “ they are after you, they wanted you. Because you are a thief, but you cannot escape your theft it is in your blood. You need to find the one who walks amoung us. He knows the truth, he knows why they want you. He knows what is to happen and what must he knows…” the woman still holding his hands started to cry, but her tears were abnormal they were black, suddenly her tears were her eyes getting burnt out of her head and she was screaming. “ Goooo!” and there was this growling noise. The animal was here. And she let go of his hands and with another he started to fly backwards as this invisible thing started to kill her. He felt the force of wind on his chest wind so strong it was a force in itself pushing him back into the door from her inner office then out the front all in once motion. He fell to the ground, hitting it so hard it knocked the wind out of him and left him sputtering. But when he looked up something that he could not believe happened in front of him, where he just had been had disappeared leaving only empty space, pavement was left. The woman was gone, the building was gone everything was gone as if nothing had happened. Noah wondered if he was going mad. 
--
Noah woke the next day thinking the last was a dream. And he woke feeling incredibly unwell to the point he ended up cleaning vomit from his bed. Which he could not understand for he had not drank and for the most part didn’t feel sick. It was only at certain times in the day that he felt sick, times with three in them 3;00pm and 3;00am. It was the strangest thing he would hear this ringing in his sleep or waking hour and his head would screech like there was a siren near and then he would vomit for an hour straight and then he was fine. This strange occurrence started the day after he saw the Witch and now currently had been going on for three days straight. It was agonizing and today at 3;00am on a Wednesday when he got back hoping maybe being drunk may help him and it was just nerves Noah fell to the ground as he opened the door. His keys slipped across the floor his hands skittering over the wood pannels as he shook and sweated. His whole body was like a loose screw, uncontrollable, static, unpredictable. He sweated through his uniform and clutched his head in pain so severe it made him mute, he clenched his jaw and felt waves of nausea beat at him as he lay hunched on the ground on his knees door open. He couldn’t get up, he couldn’t move, his head got worse than ever before so badly he felt his face flush with colour as if were to soon explode. His head rubbed against the ground and he let out quite grunts and tears and suddenly he felt and heard the book under his bed open. He felt a crack in his body as it did and then out of his periphery, he saw it slide from under the bed as if being moved by an invisible force and jump infront of him open and glowing. The pain reached a crescendo and for the first time in his pain he heard a voice, the voice of a angry child about six yell ‘theifffff’. This time he did scream as he felt blood run out of his ears, hot and somehow cold, wet but clumped. His head smashed against the ground as the pain so fluid and controlling made him and he blacked out. Blacked out so heavily it was as if darkness with giving him an embrace. 
He didn’t know how long it was before he woke, but he knew he was late to training for it was the type of daylight that you only get seeping through the window mid-morning. He swore and tried to push himself up, his fragmented memory coming back to him he touched his ear with tanned hands and touched some sort of black liquid. He started at it in confusion for a few moments as he let it drip through his fingers onto the floor, the light from the window could not penetrate this strange liquid. Was he slowly being killed? This was the liquid he saw come out of the Witch before she died, was this his death sentence? Or was this beast just trying to torture him? And why him? The Claws surely had a seerer who could tell them he hadn’t stolen the book? They were supposed to be all powerful and all knowing so how could they confuse him for a thief? None of this made any sense. But Noah after half an hour got dressed despite in agonizing pain, the pain of showing up late was worse. But as he bathed, slowly, and dressed, slowly, and walked to training slowly he thought. And came up with only one plan after training, he would find this mercenary and ask him about the spellbook. The spellbook was the key to all this clearly so understanding it would help, it would give himself something to follow a track. Whether it be a way of destroying the book or using it to his advantage. But thought he got some answers he couldn’t fathom why the Claws were still after him and killed Darwin for a pointless reason, all these thoughts danced vividly through his mind as he walked all be it sluggishly towards training. He had no clue what time it was by the time he got there but drills had started, all two hundred men of his unit were lined up and practicing battle techniques one on one. One would charge the other defend and then they would swap, General Cassuis was yelling orders than made the pale skin on his cheeks red like a tomato, his hair was in a grey messy bun strings dancing artistically around his head.
The minute Noah walked through the gold gates protecting the palace Noah felt the Generals gaze fall onto him and he stepped down from his marble platform with anger twisting his face into harsh lines. His training uniform, a bright gold tight fitting t-shirt and long pants ruffled in the wind as he stomped toward Noah. “ Ilk, you lazy bastard! Get here now!” 
And like a wounded dog, Noah walked fast head down toward Cassuis until he came up in front of him. Cassuis lifted his hand to hit Noah across the face and struck him hard before grabbing his hair and pushing him to the ground, “ drop and give me two hundred now! Moron!” he knew the general was so harsh about late arrivals as he himself was penalized because of it, the Archson demanded a certain discipline from the men in her army. So Noah knew his rations that he was given would be taken away for today simply because of his late rival as well as the two hundred pushups he completed, so slowly Cassuis kicked him down with impatience halfway through. The other men laughed as they usually did and pushing through anger and frustration Noah in what felt like a lifetime finished his push-ups. Cassuis smiled down at him slightly sadistically, “ next time its three-hundred pushups and no meals for two days, got it…Volcane.” 
Noah glared up at him as he pushed himself up onto his knees with a grunt. “ Yes, sir.” Noah said as he got up stiffly and walked toward the sheds where the swords were polished with his back to Cassuis. 




Chapter 20- Genevieve 

“You know I only met your mother once.” Julian starts, they are seated in the heads perfume garden outside the ballroom and near where the Yarrows guest chambers lie. Julian is seated directly across from Genevieve in a tacky pure gold chair as is Genevieve. The garden is alive around them, the rose lies just above Genevieve’s head and beyond her goes for a kilometre to Genevieve’s left down the side of the castle. Red and pink roses litter the bush and tingle the hairs of Genevieve’s nose as the smell dances around her, flirting. She is seated next to her grandmother’s scent, her signature scent is any other man, woman or child in any of the Archson’s territory were to wear her scent they would be put to death. So naturally, Genevieve hopes none of the scent rubs off on her. As she lifts her eyes from the rose bush to Julian, remembering, the food on the long marble white table that lies in front of her. Julian had requested a lunch of Crinchest speciality: Ylang-Ylang Cream sauce over white fish, a lavender infused Goat cheese tart, Rosemary and Rose petal lamb chops and lavender roasted baby vegetables with Honey-thyme glaze. The food was now being cleared, half eaten after half an hour of Julian’s chatting. The next course was soon to come so the marble table was fairly bare and readjusted from housing six people to two, sitting at opposite ends of the head of the table. The ground was white marble beneath their feet, with a gold thunder stripe rushing between the cracks like water, marking its way. 
Behind Julian every so often caught Genevieve’s eye as they were near the end of the perfume garden and besides a long stretch of marble and golden gates what Genevieve saw behind him was the edge of Crinchest. As the palace overlooked the end of the Eldeste’s territory, there was miles of coloured marble then a dip into the sea, a vast blue navy colour with a bright and blinking pale sky above it. She stared at that long vast, empty, unreaching ocean behind him knowing the only people at the end of that ocean’s grasp were the Yarrows. She imagined her hand as a wave reaching over to their territory, crashing against the rocky outside, they lived in a mountainous region. She knew there were guards watching behind the gates, the back of the palace like the front always poised for attack. But she imagined managing to escape and diving into the sea, swallowing freedom in big gulps of air. But where would she even go? She had no one now. Julian’s words woke Genevieve from her stupor as he continued, “you remind me of your mother, you seem like similar women.”
Genevieve took a sip of her bitter white wine, “my mother was a spectre of spite.” 
Julian choked on his wine, oh how those Yarrows loved their white wine. She supposed it was religiously pure unlike the red, oh how they did love the colour white. Julian wore a white suit even now. “Poetic, you mean to say she was unlikable?”
Genevieve leaned forward, “I mean to say she was not the sort of woman you want as a mother, not warm, or giving but selfish and cold. We did not like each other and then she left my life for it seems she did not like her own mother enough to stay loyal to her.” 
There was an uncomfortable silence as Julian treated carefully like a trapezius artist does when landing a trick. Every word counted, was monitored and meant something with this topic. It was a sensitive topic. “ Yes,” he replied, “ she was a cruel, unlikable woman not deserving of the Great Archson as a mother.” 
Genevieve nodded, as the smell of orange blossom lying just behind Julian entered her nostrils like a lonely traveller looking for a place to slumber. The orange blossom with its ugly tentacle like orange flowers hanging down, was Eldeste Chelstar’s signature scent. One you could copy discretely but could expect death or the cutting off of a hand if you were caught. The punishment was less for everyone taking Eldeste Mae, Chelstar’s and Owain’s signature scent than the Archson for everyone knew who was the one in power out of the ‘heads’. It was a dictatorship Afterall, even if it played at being a democracy.
“When did you meet her?” Genevieve asked slightly quiter, this line of conversation was approved for a short time. 
Julian looked around slightly anxious, his curls bobbing the bright blue sky behind him illuminated him with an almost luminescent light. “ I was a child, only about one and ten, you must have been four years from being born so just a thought. She was about…your age I’d say five and thirty. It was a coming-of-age ball for Eldeste Chelstar’s grandchild..Violet Chelstar. She was dancing around the ballroom like a well-behaved cattle and your mother was charming the room. In the only way your mother knew how, by telling stories of her an Eldeste Archson their dynamic growing up- her rebellious teenage years, screaming matches with the Archson you name it. One was funny in which the Archson after Genevieve screamed at her for an hour said she’d pay her anything to shut up! Resourceful wasn’t it! Genevieve took the money and accepted payment everytime they had a disagreement.” Julian laughed slightly, his pearly teeth cutting through the air as he did. 
“Sounds like her.” Genevieve smiled and maybe someone somewhere could consider it a fond smile, but no one watching would more just a flash of teeth, A purse of lips.
“I was being drilled by my fathers to turn into the young gentlemen as expected, so my fathers nudged me and pointed to your mother.” 
Genevieve raised her eyebrows subtly.
“So, I went over following two violet flame lovers’ advice on how to dazzle and charm a woman. I said a quick word to you Mother asking her if I could have this dance and taking my hand with a knowing chuckle she agreed. And so with my amateur moves I danced your mother around the same ballroom I danced you around.” Julian sat blissfully calm as he finished talking, aside from fearing he’d utter a treasonous word he was generally a calm person. He had a calm exterior the same energy that reminded Genevieve of the waves and air, a natural like it was second nature to be calm, calmness. Yes he reminded her of herself slightly, but her calmness was not natural it was learned. He was the more natural version of her, he was definitely more charming than her. All her learned skills were to him natural, maybe she was envious it was so easy for him. How ironic that her and her mother had danced with the same man decades apart, in the same ballroom, had she felt her mother in that room when she danced? Is that why this man felt familiar from the first moment she met him? 
“What was she wearing?” Genevieve asked quietly, almost whispering. Why did she ask that? She didn’t even know why, she despised her mother. Most days she was glad she was dead. She was cruel, sadistic and Genevieve’s first memories of her was her beating her in a similar fashion that Edric did, while screaming insults and comments on her character. Hit, scream, kick, scream, hit, scream, kick, scream, hit, scream, kick, scream, hit, scream, kick, scream, hit, scream, kick, scream. Pain like a song and rhythm. Edric looked bright red as he did it, blushed with the effort. Her mother had looked the same all those years earlier. 
Julian’s eyes crinkled slightly like the sides of a pastry as he looked down at the table in thought and memory. “ It was navy, with black glitter and a v neckline and tight long sleeves. It billowed as she walked like a cape from the bottom. 
And that strangest thought popped into Genevieve’s head I both have that dress and would wear that dress. I have worn that dress.
--
After their lunch, Genevieve upon firm instruction from the Great Archson was meant to show the Dual Kings- Zhiroh Yarrow and Sabar Evaruis Yarrow-and Julian around the upper part of Crinchest and only if requested down the poorer quarter. Quarter being the optimum word as it was only a quarter at most of Crinchest that was impoverished, the rest of Crinchest was filled to the brim with luxurious palaces of all sizes and colours filled with other lower ranking Eldeste, their advisors, the heads families and then lower ranking Eldeste’s families and grandchildren and Eldeste advisors families. 
Genevieve, Julian and King Zhiroh and king Sabar were now sitting in a carriage the size of a small room, with a red velvet interior. Julian was seated on the red velvet cousins next to Genevieve, the kings across from them, across being a few strides of steps away. Through the carriage windows which were wide and square, and positioned on each side of the carriage Genevieve and the rest of the occupants on the carriage watched the castle pass them by. Between everyone lay massive circular gold plates holding Yarrow desert after Yarrow desert; Ashbread honey wafers, snowfast Custard Bites, Winter testament cake and Frost Pslams. Ashbread honey wafers were made from spiced rye-honey dough dusted with ash coloured sugar and stamped with icons symbolizing the three. These particular wafers were stamped with three joined hands, Ashbread honey wafers were meant to be eaten slowly almost like a ritual act. Snowfast custard bites were small squares of custard set with clove, nutmeg, cream and glazed with a thin layer of iced sugar, they were named after fasting season-mid-year- in which the Yarrows fasted to honor the three’s struggle for power for a year. They fasted for a month, and it was treated like the holiest act in the all of Ketelas. Religion was something Genevieve detested, the three were gods if they were real she never wanted to follow because as she put it as a child ‘grandma is enough of a dictator, I don’t need three more’ .  Winter testament cake was a dense spiced fruitcake, studded with dried cherries, cranberries, and nuts, soaked lightly in spiced brandy, always sliced thin and shared among travellers in the carriage reflecting their doctrine of sharing blessings as three would. The three were believed by the Yarrows and those in their land to be kind, giving and wishing of peace so each believer aimed to live their life as the three would. Lastly, Frost Psalms were sheets of brittle sugar candy flavoured with mint and caraway the thin glass-like crack when they were broken is said to resemble the shattering of ice in the winter or the echo of hymns in stone churches. The Yarrows did love their metaphors.
Watching the Crinchest come up ahead of her in the window like a hand lifting, Genevieve’s blue eyes lit up with the light yellow and white hue of the town. The coloured glittered in her eyes, dancing around the blue rings of her eyes jumping off her lashes onto the window then doing that pattern again. She watched the Cathedral square come up ahead of her, remembering all the times she had to stand on that marble pavement in front of the church cathedral of the Great Archson and the three for festivals as a child. She remembered staring up at the ornate marble pillars in boredom as she recited poems in the Archsons favour and sometimes the threes. She watched as the marble triangular artwork of the Archson and three behind her, slightly below her throne on top of the pillars came into view through the right side of the carriage’s windows. Julian moved closer to her to see Cathedral square as did Sabar to Zhiroh to see. 
Genevieve spoke introducing the place, “the bells here call both sinner and saint, and how merciful that the Three allow all to kneel together. It is curious, though, how the same square echoes with coins. Perhaps the Three smile on both kinds of prayer.”
All in the carriage turned to look at her Zhiroh and Sabar included, Genevieve watched with bated breath as Zhiroh and Sabar exchanged a glance the latter’s grey braids bobbing with approval. They believed their gods encouraged free will so they liked this observation.
Zhiroh’s keen green eyes turned to look at Genevieve before he said, in his normal tone, his voice equating to the rhymth of water running slowly across a stone, “ the Three smile on all Arcanes and Volcanes alike, they are merciful and wish us only peace and freedom.”
Genevieve nodded in agreement.
They all then watched, Cathedral square pass them by. It was a few minutes before another attraction passed them by that wasn’t marble palace’s and marble streets and other Arcane’s carriages. Though any show-off sort of Arcane was humbled on the Yarrows way past as their daunting carriage passed frowning aristocrats. The carriage was silent because the Yarrows in general, Julian being an exception, disliked small talk and talking due to their religion in which they believed should only allow them to talk in a few instances; in praise of the gods, in praise,in private, or when making a deal or in an emergency. They’re religion required an incredible amount of self restraint. They were known as the Archson’s quietest allies and as the Archson herself loved talking, and the Yarrows listening it was rumoured this was why the alliance worked. 
Next up, came the the Velvet Promenade which came up on the left side of the carriage and was lined with cafes and the best restraunts in Crinchest. It was where all the richest Eldeste came and if the food was served in a bad quality, the chef or the wait staff whoever was to be put to blame was put to death. As the Archson expected a certain quality to be provided to her ‘equals’. So it had the highest quality restaurants and café’s naturally. The place was lined with marble pillars between each restaurant and Café and velvet rugs on the ground of the walking paths the colour of lavender. 
Genevieve narrated the place on the way past, “everyone here walks slowly, you see. It gives the impression of leisure, though in truth it’s a race—to be seen, to be remembered, to outshine.” 
All she got in response to this comment was light nods.
The Gilded Arcade came up next, the marble enveloping the glass roofed shopping promenade lined with the best jewelers, prefumers, and chocolaters. The place was cast in a golden hue and the bright gold doors to the Arcade were as inviting as ever. This could also be seen through the left hand side of the carriage and though the Eldeste in the carriage had no desire to get out and look due to age Genevieve continued narrating. “ You’ll find the Arcade is blessed with light even on the greyest days. The merchants here swear by divine providence, though I suspect it has more to do with polished glass and the angle of the sun.” 
Again in response to this she only got nods. 
Then she added, “ but it is the kindness of the three to let us make such a marvellous looking place is it not?”
“Indeed it is.” Zhiroh agreed, his voice running like a stream of water through the carriage.
The Grand Opera house came up next, its beautiful three golden domes coming into view on the right hand side of the carriage like a hand waving. Gold enmeshed with marble was all one could see, its beauty glittering onto the streets and lighting them up from a mile away. The place was crowded already. All the Yarrows smiled seeing this, Genevieve had heard they loved their music. Zhiroh’s dark black braids so long they hung down to his back hit the window as he moved closer to it to see. Genevieve watched as the golden jewels sown into his hair lit up as the sun hit them. All jewels embodying the three of course. 
“The Grand Opera house is one of the Archson’s Favorite places as it was raised with the blessings of the Three--- its three great domes are said to mirror their harmony, each voice rising distinct yet joined in a single song. To the people of Crinchest, stepping inside is not unlike entering a Chapel: the music becomes a prayer, the stage an altar, and the audience a congregation.” Genevieve finished talking and happily noted the kings smiling at one and other. 
Sabar spoke first and he oustreched his hand to hold Zhiroh’s as he spoke, “ oh my love, I wish to go inside and see the telling of the new play, “ he read out the title slowly, “ the beginning, the story of the Three and the Archson’s beginning. The Three have blessed us with this opportunity to learn their story.”
Zhiroh smiled his pearly teeth in response and nodded slowly.
The last stop on their list the Archson requested Genevieve take the Yarrows to see for their tour was the Winter Garden Conservatory. From the right side of the carriage, you could see the gold metal that held the completely glass conservatory together and inside the marble statues of the Archson and the Three inside perfectly positioned between the wide variety of herbs, flowers and medical plants grown inside. The outside sparkled in the sun and inside you saw perfectly organized from left to right yellows, light green, dark green plants and then possibly where the flowers started blue, purple, pink and red plants. It looked like a gigantic plant sort of rainbow from the outside with the statues between the dark green plants and the blue- the Archson’s statue was here- then Innocence lay between the blue and purple plants, Madness between the purple and pink, and lust between the pink and red. 
“See how they coax life from these fragile things? It is as if the Three whisper to the flowers themselves: ‘Bloom here, though the snows would kill you’. Such proof, is it not, that faith makes the impossible flourish?” Genevieve looked around smiling delicately in agreement with what she just said, despite her dislike religion she would say what the Archson expected of her convincingly. She’d play her role convincingly or else.
Both Kings and Julian smiled back at her. 
Zhiroh spoke first, “ the Gods are kind on us mere mortals with gifts.” 
Sabar still holding Zhiroh’s hand tenderly finished, “we are lucky to be allowed to be their excellence’s children.” 
What was ironic to Genevieve was she had heard the same phrases uttered about her grandmother, a mortal.



Chapter 21- The Great Archson
Chapter 22- Genevieve 

“Until the Lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter.”
· African Proverb

Night alone, Chelstar alliance meeting no close julian. Coma at end. 
Staring out at the abyss of the night Genevieve thinks of home, its been thirteen years since she’s been home, but in her mind it feels like yesterday. Home was dirty, smelled of old vegetables gone off long ago and dust mites it was unlike the palace for it was lived in. Their was dust years old stuck in corners so thick you couldn’t move it, they’re were pet spiders to get rid of the bugs and tacky sweet wine hidden in a high up cupboard. It was far off Opole and surrounded by forest, it was where her family had been banished to after Genevieve’s mother had married a commoners- a miner. The Great Archson had never attended the wedding but showed ‘mercy’ by letting Genevieve live despite the shame she brought on the Archson’s image, one could almost guess it was because the Great Archson really loved her daughter. Time may prove different. Right now sitting at her vanity and staring out at where the soldiers did their drills, which was empty, and the marble street beyond and most upmarket business- rentals and restraunts- she stared at the hollow yellow lights that cast shadows on the street and buildings. This place was hollow, even the air was lonely here without dust to hold its hand, even time seemed frozen between the marble. This place was too clean, sanitary like, this place was too new all the furniture having no story and personality. Say what you want about commoners but they have hand me downs and family recipes, they have touch and comfort and warmth to them, the rich were cold with their noses hung in the air. Despite everything, Genevieve never felt she quite pulled off people rich, or royal.
She held her mother’s locket between her fingers, letting the chain dangle and the light reflect off the gold. The Great Archson had gifted the locket to her mother, though Genevieve never knew why but it had been when her mother was very young. The front of the locket was circular and in the center ingrained with a ruby in the shape of a heart, next to the heart was ingrained some text reading I will love and protect you forever, my daughter. What an irony this locket was for Gen had ripped it off her mothers hot, fresh like baked bread corpse after the Archson had sent a man to kill her. The man had tortured her mother before hand for an hour, Gen had hid under her bed terrified as she heard her mother’s screams. She didn’t know what he had done to her, she was too young to understand all of seven and she didn’t want to. Of course the Archsons scribes had kept that detail out of the history books, out of history as it was now changed and written it said in the history books the Archson was ‘forced’ to kill her daughter and gave her a quick death. The Archson lied when suited her. In another world Genevive had killed the Archson many times, in another world the bars of her cage were broken and she was free. But not in this world, so she supposed she had to make peace with being the eternal object to prove her Grandmothers false values until she died and her Grandmother found a better person for the role. Gen’s child perhaps.
Under Genevieve’s bed was further proof of what she’d lost or as the Claws would say ‘nature never let her keep’. Her brother Sebastine’s sword lay under their, why she had kept it there was not specific but rather just because she could. He had died too young at only twenty and the size of a small boy due to malnourishment and inheriting not from the royal bloodline but their father, who was a small delicate man who bruised easily. Sebastine was kind and quite, always agreeable and smiley, he lit up Genevieve’s life for the time he was in it and was her baby. She had protected him and worked to feed him when her father forgot to feed them for days on one of his drinking and whoring binges. She had cuddled him to sleep every night late into their teens. He was her whole world and best friend, until she turned twenty-two and fate decided to take him away from her. His death is when she had stopped believing in gods worth following, kind gods, no god would give her that family and then take him away. No god that meant anything to her anyway, no god that was better than man or woman. 
--
Eldeste Chelstar had requested a game the next day, in the perfume garden by the orange blossom again. The sat at the same table she had now connected in her mind with her dinners or lunches with Julian as they had now had a few.
Eldeste Chelstar currently resided where he usually sat as they continued playing their game into the late afternoon. The golden and maroon sun smiling behind her. Chelstar’s face contorted in the crooked strange looking way it always did as she spoke, one side of her mouth lifting up. Gen still never knew why Chelstars face looked like that, a birth defect perhaps. “you cannot trust him you know.” Chelstar uttered the words in the same tone as you do a curse to the gods, as she moved a pawn forward to start their new round of their game.
Genevieve simply crinkled her eyebrows together in reponse. 
“Julian has a history of betraying women to get power, he wants a pretty new ornament that will get him something. As your mentor I can tell you your best to let me guide you than a man who wants another pretty woman to play with and destroy. I hope you have not revealed any of the Archson’s inner workings, the Yarrows may be our allies but you can only keep friends so close.” Chelstar blabbered between moving chess pieces around the board. 
Genevieve watched and then slowly danced her pieces around the board every few minutes. “I have no interest in him like that, I have enough of that entertainment. So do not worry and I do not trust Julian he simply amuses me and is good company compared to Edric. He is just a good excuse to avoid my husband.” 
Eldeste Chelstar moved another piece forward as Genevieve snatched a pawn of the table.
Genevieve smiled at her mentor and close friend, “ I put all my trust in you Eldeste Chelstar you are better than a blessing from the three.” 
Eldeste Chelstar let out a chuffed puff of air from her mouth and touched her heart, “ thank you, my sweet.” Eldeste Chelstar despite the way she talked was a very forgettable person, someone Genevieve expected despite her accomplishments would become anonymous for her face was so plain it was forgettable and one could argue so was Eldeste Chelstar’s personality. But this had come to benefit Eldeste Chelstar as the Archson never liked to be outshone, her ego could not handle it. Genevieve liked the strangeness of Chelstar’s forgettableness for she had never met someone so boring, so plain, so dull. It was almost a unique quality in itself she was surrounded by royal politicians by people who were so good at donning masks you never knew what parts of them were a mask and here she was someone so boring she could blend into the wallpaper yet someone so high ranking and fairly well liked. Not as well liked as the Archson you could say but neither was anyone in Ketelas more well liked than the Archson. Genevieve theorized people liked Chelstar because she was a mirror than reflected back on people what they wanted to see for she was empty so empty she was transparent. Eldeste Chelstar and Eldeste Archson had been together since they were twenty-seven for nearly ninety-eight years and everyday Genevieve always wondered how.
--


Edric was in Genevieve’s chamber when she returned after dining with Chelstar late into the night. He sat ominously at her vanity and only when she entered turning on the light did she jump when she caught sight of him lurking in the shadows. 
“ Close the door.” He croaked hoarsely, his hands positioned flat against his legs. 
Genevieve did as she was commanded knowing the consequences would find her anyway, if not tonight another night. He had found out about her lunches and dinners with Julian. 
The overhead pale hollow white lights lit up his form as Genevieve’s eyes adjusted to the light, he had a strange luminescent quality to his skin it was glittering in a strange way she had rarely seen. In a way that highlighted how thin his skin was and where every vein and organ in his body lay. It wasn’t a good look. His pasty thin grey hair was parted on the left side and stuck to his head in such a way it looked as if it had been sown on, maybe it had, he had the money to do that and was old enough it wouldn’t have been surprising if he had that done.
“Do you take me for a fool Archson!” Edric suddenly burst out, pulling Genevieve out of her thoughts with a mental slap.
“No, no…sir.” Genevieve quickly responded her voice hitching upwards with panic. 
“Sir! Call me Eldeste!” Edric retorted his pale pink lips twisting with anger. 
“Eldeste Edric I do not take you for a fool.” Genevieve’s heart beat through her temple as she spoke, she looked around for anywhere she could hide or anything she could use in defence. Nothing. Her eyes cascaded across the room not once but twice in fear, she swallowed audibly her breath coming out in rasps.
“Seems like you do little Archson..for you play around with my reputation like I am a fool..” he laughed bitterly and coldly the air turning to ice under his words and breath, “..like I would not notice you’ve been whoring around!” Edric jumped off the stool with newfound strength, strength Genevieve had never seen him possess before.
Genevieve’s mind scrambled for an answer as he rushed toward her moving with the speed of a man her age. Then she got it as she scrambled back feet slipping and sliding with the speed of which she was trying to throw herself backwards into a hiding spot in delusional hope she could avoid her fate. He found the drugs and out of anger took a double dose. That’s why his skin was strange and his movements fast, sure tomorrow he would suffer the side effects: stomach pains, diareah you name it, but that was nothing compared to the kind of pain Genevieve would be in. More than any in her life, for one dose of those drugs made you half as powerful as the Archson, one dose! Two would kill her! She knew he’d taken two doses due to how fast he was a bright like the sun. She threw herself backward into the golden door, her breath so fast it matched the rhythm of her heartbeat. 
“No Edric, no! please! I’ll do anything! No!” she pled helplessly, body moving frantically and he came up in front of her. She tried to reach her hand out gently to cup his face to ease him into sex, even if it was rough but he hit her hand back with a slap and it catapulted back into the door with a hollow thud and she felt all the power drain out of her right hand as it fractured into tiny shards beneath her skin. She screamed in agony, tears drooling down her face she hunched over in pain so fierce it was like a bite to her whole body. She felt instead of a hand on her face almost a wall hit her head as her world tilted sideways, and her body went with her vision. Down, down, down. Her world turned black, breathless and void like and she was pushed inside as she lost conscious and lay huddled in her own blood that spouted recklessly from her head on the marble floor near her door.
Little did anyone in Ketelas know that at that very moment in a twist of fate a level above the Great, magnificent Archson lay dying on the floor of her room, laying on her back. Her red rug tickling her skin as she rolled around desperate for breath, she died a minute later in her favourite maroon dress that she had borrowed from her daughter and kept after she died. She died swollen, slowly, in pain with her face bright purple her long crooked nose cracked from the harshness of the fall. She died scared and alone. She died after being poisoned at the ripe age of 125 years old. She died and with her died any notion that a dictatorship could be stable.
Chapter 23- Julian


Chaos had ascended at dusk, first Genevieve was found unawakenable in her own blood and then the Great Archson was found dead. The day was surreal when this was discovered, a dream, a crazy deluded dream and though he knew some would be thrilled at her death he knew worse that the western world of Ketelas simply was not functional without her despite her faults. In the days following her death Julian stayed at Genevieve’s side but she still did not wake despite all wounds cleaned and no bones broken, there was something wrong with her head he was told. Her husband fled soon after the incident to who knows where, not bothering to come back when he found out the Archson was dead as he knew he’d be killed based on what he’d done to Genevieve ether by the heads or Genevieve herself when she woke. Allowing your granddaughter who heals quickly to be lightly beaten just because you can’t be bothered is different to the insult of thinking you can almost kill or try to kill an Archson. Yeah that imbecile would be dead soon enough. 

As of the moment, Julian sat by Genevieve’s bedside in her room, over the last few days he had read through a few of her current books he had found on her desk books about- ancient medicine, histories of his family and old languages original inspiration. When he had asked the maids in confusion why Genevieve read these books the maids only answered, “ Ms Genevieve has unusual tastes for a woman of her status.” This was meaning to imply very subtly she did not need to read for she would never need to know anything as she would never have power in her position. Her job was just to sit around and look nice, like an ornament. Julian had finished reading the two books about ancient medicine over the course of two days and had thoroughly enjoyed the passages about the walking womb theory. Which theorised in the Classical age of Crinchest four hundred years ago that women could often become hysterical because their wombs got up grew feet and disappeared somewhere in their body. He understood how this could make someone panicked but he thought the cure was particularly amusing to waft fumes up the womans region below, fumes such as smelling salts to entice the womb back to its original place apparently wombs  liked ‘enticing smells’. He did not know wombs had such free wills maybe this explained why the women around him were constanly emotional, they had lost their wombs. He laughed slightly at this thought, he would not be telling the women in his life he thought this he was not stupid. 

Today he was reading the book about his family history which was leather bound and yellow he spread it across his lap now as he put it down after reading it for hours. His eyes fell to Genevieve, she looked happier in her sleep ironically, her hair was spread out behind her as if wind was blowing it backward. It looked angelic, she looked angelic soft and gentle like a snowflake. His eyes slid down to her face like a hand slides down a wall, her soft pale skin gently flushed despite her head being wrapped in gauze. Her eyelashes were long and thick, her lips gentle in a rose-coloured pink cupid bow she was young. Not in age but her body was despite her age she seemed to age backwards, like time pulled her with a clasped hand backwards not forward. Her eyebrows were youthful in a way that made her whole face look sleepy, unlike his face which looked permanently like it was getting tireder not youthfully awake. They were two people from different directions age and its wisdom and regrets that knaw at you at night and her in her peak yet looking ten years younger. He liked women like her, younger and just waking up the the world the women his age he was expected to keep company were getting to sleep and had seen the world so often in their ugly reflection they resented its eyes staring back at them. She was his opposite, in a good way. He reached a hand out and stroked her face tenderly with the back of his hand, he so badly wanted a woman like this sweet thing this reminder of his youth. He watched her as she walked, read what she read as if knowing her mind was like possessing her form and brain and had kept tabs on her all these years. Yes, he had sex every few days with different women, but that was a hobby he had kept his whole life for stress relief. This was obsessive now, since he had seen her last and reawakened all these years later in the weeks he had now been at the Castle. He expected this obsession would stay as he was meant to, the Yarrows alliance now was needed more than ever, new deals would be negotiated to stabilize the palace they would have a say in whole ascended the golden throne since their armies were a lot of the reason their was a throne. They would be taking over in commands about the war, as none of the heads were battle worn like the Archson but more like her pawns. The next in commands greatest allies and pawns would not be the heads but the Yarrows, the Gods knew the Yarrows were the Great Archsons seconds more than the heads. The heads were spineless, gormless, cowards they were figureheads and the simples used to disguise a dictatorship as a democracy. But this dictatorship didn’t need figureheads as much as it needed a powerful benevolent leader and their allies. Julian felt Genevieve’s skin soft and smooth under his knuckles, it felt like silk. His knuckles only felt a different texture when they ran over cheekbones, hard and arched like stitches and towers. It was his curse in his life to obsesses over possessing women- he had previously obsessed over five others in his life; Rosemary White- a maid at the Yarrows Palace, Jezebel Kin- a whore, Grace Saltzman- a middleclass royal from Yarrow land, Ingrid Aust- a bakers daughter and lastly Ophelia Hanks another maid. It was a curse to love but not be able to possess these beauties, to be able to hold them but not long enough to cage them to touch them tenderly. For women to give to you but never enough to satisfy like a never-ending thirst, that makes your throat sandpaper and tounge itch with fury for water, growing fingertips from tastebuds to grab the liquid. Obsession without complexion was torture, a curse for your brain to adore so much your thoughts stop and mind runs toward one goal, despite age trying to halt you with wisdom. You run toward obsession so fierce you must call it love to do it justice, because you can’t feel this much and not use a big word for it? But this was his problem here it was limerence, not that he knew this, and he never knew these women they were simply romantic figures he made up in his head. One could wonder if he did so to fill something? Or simply because his every piece of his soul was just obsessive?

Obsession, was it love? But if it wasn’t he didn’t know if he loved women or was just obsessed with them? What was love? If not a feeling different for every individual. Julian lifted his hand from Genevieve’s face and then wondered if she could feel him in his sleep and enjoyed it, she never seemed like she liked to be touched. She was cold. He picked up his book again and dove head first into the novels tales of the Yarrows in the classical age of Crinchest, their were sketches of the robes they wore presumably white and elegant showing one shoulder off as the garment was held up with the fabric tied around the other- the left in women, the right in men. The garment stopped before the knees and just below for the women- these were the days before the Archson, where women were underpaid for similar work and told to be modest so men could control their urgers? Not other women apparently? This went on for another three hundred years- rape, assault on women, martial violence toward women, unequal pay, genital mutilation, child brides, modesty codes all until as the Archson’s narrative foretells she ascended the throne and fixed equality issues. All of them! How glorious! The reality as they all knew it was yes she did fix these problems by the big margin but only in Crinchest, Opole and Bryton (her territories) not the rest of Ketelas and she only fixed these problems by transferring them to the other gender. Many men would now argue inequality is bigger than ever but those men are too scared of the Archson to fight. Or were. Julian thought about this at the same time as he read before his head darted up as a maid rushed into the room squealing like a pig in panic as it was about to be slaughtered, “ Prince Yarrow! By the Gods! Prince Yarrow the riots have started they are at the gates, and they are angry its not the women. The mourners it’s the men they want power the claim they are owed it!” 

Julian raised an eyebrow slowly, “are the guards not controlling them!?”

“There are so many, there’s hundreds!” the mousy small, thin maid exclaimed. 

Julian stood up slowly and calmly, placing the book closed and flat on Genevieve’s chair that usually sat at her desk. Julian walked up to the maid so close until he stood a breath apart from her and took her hand, he put her small tiny hand between his two large ones. He warmed up her hand rubbing it and looking it her motioning for her to follow his breathing as he slowed it down, she mimicked him despite standing two foot smaller and when she calmed down he started talking, “ these gates protected the Eldeste against ten times as many men in the battle of blood, these gates will hold alright, this is just what happens when power dies the transfers are messy, alright?”

The woman sucked in breath through her small front two buck-teeth, “ ok, alright, thank you Prince Yarrow for your kindness.” The women removed her hand from his slowly, clearly the most polite way she could think was possible. She was young and nervous around him, just how he liked his obsessions, but she was too plain to be an addictive substance so he let her walk off her form really not flattered or highlighted by her uniform and he believed his own words until he heard a huge bang. A bang like a thunderbolt and screams, screams filled with blood-lust and rage.






























Chapter 24- Noah

Noah followed the instructions to meet the mercenary he waited til the Thrusday halfway through the month at sundown before he showed up at the Alehouse timid and drained from the weeks of torture he’d endured at the hand of the book. Not sure if he could survive the now searing headaches that made him faint and cold and hot sweats that appeared when it opened, just having this book was turning a sane man into a wreck. He walked in from the side entrance of the bar and was immediately greeted with an interesting colour pallet that had thrown itself over the bar, it looked classier than would be expected for Opole- it had a blue and brown colour pallet. A vibrant slightly opaque blue wallpaper and light brown floorboards, the decorations caught his eye immediately and enticed him the establishment was strangely or perhaps uniquely decorated in shapes- the chairs were all different shapes and the tables and the paintings. It was kooky, bizarre something out of a novel. Yet you could tell despite the places eccentric decorations the place was in Opole for the paint of every piece of furniture was wearing away despite looking brand new and the eccentric decorations looked grimy. 
But stepping in Noah noted he’d wish to frequent this place again as the barman gave him a nod seeing his arrival from the right hand side. Noah marched up to the bar, he’d need a drink if he was going to do this again after the last time. He ordered a cider and the barman efficiently popped the top of with a flick of his wrist. The man seemed to move like a noodle and looked slightly like one despite looking to be in his thirties, he was long thin and wobbled with strange parts of his body as he moved, he didn’t seem completely all together. Even so, Noah took the drink from him politely holding the cheap glass bottle close to his body and peering around. He heard Leighanna’s voice in his head as he remembered what to look for- a man wearing all black, scar down the front of his face from lip to eyebrow like a dark red gash with no hair. He looked around once with no avail, everyone looked normal just normal rentals taking place or couples, then he looked again closely and to his right just next to the bar in a dark corner he saw green gleaming eyes held together by a deep gash from their left eyebrow to right side of their mouth, the man jumped as Noah started walking towards him. When he arrived at the table Noah stood a distance away not taking a seat as he started to talk in a calm tone, “ Leighanna told me you would meet with me? 
The man nodded in a way that made his whole body jump, “yes, yes but please keep your voice down.” The man’s panic ran through his voice like a melody runs through a song and made it jump up and down. 
Noah kept his calm demeaner as he sat taking a sip of his cider, if only to calm the other man down.
The man stayed in the shadows as he spoke leaning back into them, “ what is it you wish to speak about Mr Ilk?” 
Noah sat down slightly jittery on a stool shaped like a rectangle the man opposite him was sat on a circular stool. “ I’m here to ask about the Claws spellbook and why it may choose someone? And how to get rid of it? As well as…” Noah coughed continuing his train of thought quietly, “ why the Claws may come after a commoner in Opole.”
The man’s eyebrow quirked and he made what seemed to be a slightly amused expression, “ the Claws do not come after commoners in Opole, what use would that be to them?”
“ You see they have, so lets say you believe this is likely why would they?” Noah chugged his cider as he waited for an answer. 
The man crossed his arms and black hood over his head leaned into it sideways and seemed to go to some distant place of thought for a few moments before answering, the navy lights made him look luminescent, “ they would have to want something very badly to attack someone all the way in Opole. The only thing the Claws want so badly they would do so is three things; revenge, power and ingredients. I doubt the last one weighs in as Opole is a dumb nature and otherwise.”
Noah finished chugging his drink, now halfway through and feeling slightly calmer and nodded in agreement. “ And how do they usually take revenge?”
The man made an expression with his eyes similar to an eyebrow raise, “ that’s dependent on the circumstances generally, but they tend to be ruthless and it tends to be slow.”
Noah felt fear flit down his spine like a bug, and sweat.
The man seemed less skittish than Noah now as he muttered, “ fucking women for you.” 
Noah went silent and the man began to speak again without being prompted, “ their cold bastards, I’ve seen them cut men open like they were paper with a movement of their tinest pinky, I’m lucky I’m a fast runner and an ex-lover. That was my only saving grace and even then they tried cutting me in two.” The man pointed to his face.
“ I didn’t think they were one for lovers.” Noah murmured.
“How do you think they get their many daughters? they fuck us then discard us if your lucky if you piss em off they torture you then kill you in front of the daughters.”
Noah felt fear take hold of him by the throat as the man continued talking. 
“ And the book what do you know of the book?” Noah asked drinking more cider.
“You know you look really familiar; I can’t place it.” The man responded, “ have we met before?” 
“ No I don’t see how we would of, the book?’ Noah asked again this time slightly impatiently as the man leaned his way this way and that to study his face.
“ Yes right, I don’t know why you’d want to know about that they always keep it on em.”
“Lets just say for research.” Noah suggested.
The man looked sceptical but nodded and continued anyway, he didn’t really care why as long as he was paid at the end, “ if it were to choose someone lets say its not innocent or by accident…” 
Noah leaned closer as the man paused.
“ the book has a mind of its own, it is ancient, as old as the oldest Claw and has been with them since they began. It is said to have been what the worldbreakers ashes were turned into and where her spirt lives on. Atleast that’s what the Claws say, no matter what you believe the book is a spy in every sense of the word. It is only given to someone to report their memories, weaknesses, fears, location and so on to the Claws and then to return back to their master. Your really fucked if the book choose you lets just say that.” The man flinched and jittered as he spoke. It seemed like it was generally just what his body did when it was comfortable, Noah supposed he may be doing the same in his state. 
Fuck, Noah thought. “ how does it do that?” 
The man jolted his shoulder then leaned forward eye twitching, “ well by feeding on you, as you sleep.”
Noah slammed the table in surprise knocking his drink off, “ feeding how?” he said half gasping half asking.
“Well by drinking your blood, the person it choose will generally notice scratches on their body they’ve never had, bruising easily then headaches, fainting and lastly episodes of blackouts before the book returns to its master.” 
Noah realized he was following a pattern and far down it he had just dismissed the bruising and scratches for normal habits that happen being in the army but they’d happen longer than normal for a while. As Noah thought he heard the man gasp in surprise and horror. 
“Oh, my you’re an Ilk that’s what it is! I’d almost forgot the name!” the man said to loudly Noah shushed him before responding. 
“What is the significance of the name it isn’t relevant?” Noah retorted. 
“how do you not know the significance of your own family name? wouldn’t here of all places be a place constantly discussing it?” the man said confusion contorting his features. 
“What?” Noah just spat back. 
“Your father was known all across Ketelas he was a great scientist.” 
“My father was a miner.” Noah answered. 
“Was your father’s name Andrew Ilk?”
Noah jerked back in surprise, “ Yes. But there could be another Andrew Ilk the world is a big place.” 
The man shook his head bluntly, “ if he lived and grew up in Opole there is not.”
“What relevance does my father’s job have to do with this?” Noah responded with a sigh still confused. 
The man pursed his lip that was cut with the scar, “ he stole from the Claws, stole one of their family potions for their magic. A topper and gave it to the Eldeste extending their rule.” 
Noah shook his head in disbelief. 
“ Trust me, read any old paper about your father and you’ll know and if you personally as I suspect you are are suffering now from anything to do with the Claws that will be on your father’s head. I met him once he was kind despite his betrayal you could even assume honourable, the Claws never got him they couldn’t I suppose before the Eldeste did…but they will get you one way or another and kill everyone you love before hand.”
Noah was still shaking his head.
The man watched him before saying very quietly, even more quietly than before,” if you want to know everything you must meet he who walks among us only he can tell you unfiltered history..”
He got up and as he started to walk off he added, “ I wonder why they left you alive?” 
Noah knew he meant the Eldeste this time. 



Chapter 25- Genevieve 

She dreamed of her childhood in such a way it felt she had passed through time, in a way that felt like crawling under one end of a white blanket and appearing at another point in time when you descended out of the other point. She had not dreamed this way for years, maybe as protective measure but now she lived in dreams. She felt herself slipping through them like a character in a painting languidly, joyfully and full of colour as she did. 
Now currently, she was five and cycling through memories of her sister; her hair so dark it blended into darkness but also a hazel brown in other light she took the hair and appearance of their father and Gen took their Mothers. Male features never suit a woman as they never suited Aveline but despite plain and somewhat bad looking Aveline was an attractive person to be around, she was the embodiment of sunlight. Genevieve was much different more the embodiment of some sunken moon, Aveline was the golden child and her parents favorite until their Mothers death when she was sold to the circus so her father could afford to feed them. Her dreams were explorations of her memories some she remembered fondly, 
















Chapter 26- Noah


He went to see Ms Burns straight after he saw the mercenary, he needed to. He needed answers like he needed air, to fill his mind. He couldn’t breathe with shock his head was thrumming as he burst through the inn’s door at nine o’clock two hours before closing time. As he entered racing through, he caught Ms Burns eye as she served three men at the bar, Burnie was waiting the rest of the five tables tirelessly in his white t-shirt. 
Ms Burns finished pouring the drink as she waddled to the entrance, bottle of whiskey in hand as if expecting to return to the bar with the other she laid a soft hand on Noah and asked, “everything ok, sweetpea?”
Noah breathed heavily and jittered in an effort to catch his breath as he both suppressed the headache and worked through his sweat from running from the bar, “can we talk in private, Jane?”
This was the first time in a very long time that Noah used Ms Burns first name, and it took her aback it implied a distance she wasn’t ready for. She nodded quickly and placing a hand on his back walked him to the kitchen. Which was empty currently as the kitchen had just closed, the white light danced in the edges of his vision as they faced eachother. She wore a long white dress shirt and black pants, she looked so formal for this conversation, so different to how he had thought of her.
“Was my father a scientist?”
Jane Burns swallowed cautiously, “how do you know?”
“How have I not known? If he was so..grand?” Noah’s mouth dried as he talked, his molars grinded against eachother audibly.
Jane leaned against one of the counters to steady herself, her pale hand colliding with the dirty yellow stained pale counters. “it was for your protection.” She stated simply, “ it was what he asked of me when he gave you to me.”
“Why would it protect me by not knowing? Would it not put me in harms way?” Noah asked bewildered eyebrows raising so far into his head they almost connected with his scalp.
“Because then you could play a part…” Jane stared him straight in the face, clearly proud of her actions despite how hard they were. She was a true Mother lion protecting her cub. 
“What?” it just jumped out of Noah’s mouth, running through the air.
“ You were never listed as born to your father, never known of as his direct blood by the Eldeste instead you were supposedly his cousin Joe Ilk’s son.” 
Noah keened his head sideways in confusion, “…but I don’t have an Uncle Joe?”
“You knew him as Joe Burns, a name he took to start the Inn and shake off a bad reputation as a theif. And my husband.” 
Noah sucked in breath quick, “ so they don’t….they don’t want to kill me the Archson doesn’t want revenge?” 
Jane shrugged, “ you’d think, but Volcane families she does not care enough to kill and she had to forgive many after the massacre of Kin. Her reputation could not survive otherwise and once you and Joe were tested and found not true Arcane’s you were let go. No threat or use just sentenced to be a commoner.” 
Noah looked down, taking it all in, “ why would this not be something I should know I’m a five- and thirty-year-old man.”
Jane walked up to him and pulled him into an embrace, she couldn’t quite hold him but he leaned down from his high stature into her small stature to let her fully. “ He did not wish you to know and for the whole eight and twenty years I have known you, you have not needed to. Bigger things are happening in ketelas.”
The rooms lights echoed around them like a song, the messy yellow counters poorly managed the grime on the floor the dishes in the sink. “ Do you need me to pick up shifts Ms Burns? Its not trouble really I simply wish to help. 
Jane pulled out of the embrace slightly hands resting on his waist, and as she looked up at him with kind maternal eyes she placed a hand on his cheek, “ you have done enough most of your life, honey, I need you to work at your job in the army and climb up ranks til you get a better wage that is all. And more rentals so you can contribute.” 
Noah nodded and leaned into her hand as it stroked his face.
--
He's been at base at the Archiron castle since morning tending to sword and helmet for the men shipping out to fight the rebels for days now. He doesn’t mind he’s just happy he has months until it’s his sectors time to ship out, they always send their favorite men out last once they’ve killed off all the shit fighters. Maybe that’s the Eldeste’s problem many of the men shipping out are brand new and barley ten and four. The sun is setting in front of him purple fingers twirling thoughtfully in yellow clouds. He is leaning forward and as it’s a hot summers day is wearing a grey dress down shirt and grey pants. Very plain and conforming at the Eldeste likes it, you can’t tell one young commoner from another. As the Eldeste sees them, all of so little value individuality is stupidity. He’s sitting on a wooden stool barley the size of his behind, most of the Eldeste’s army equipment is miniature, at least compared to Noah. Noah has now finished polishing his fifth round of fifty swords and helmets-all golden of course- whilst he thinks of the beer he wishes to inhale thoughtlessly when he is done. It should be soon as the Eldeste rarely need overtime considering the mandatory paid conscription. Noah throws his thirtieth sword and helmet onto the pile messily, vowing he will clean it up later before he leaves. He does this just as Toman enters soundlessly as always, the kid looks tired worn in like an old rag. Being the least skilled in his sector will get him that, even Risa is better than him.
“ Hey, how’s tis going?” Toman asks in his gruff Polan accent. 
Noah nods passively, “ yeah all right, I’m about ready for a beer.” 
Toman laughs in his usual kidlike way, to a beat and grabs a stool and starts to help. 
Noah passes him a helmet and a sword and smiles at Toman thankful for his help, “ I thought Cassuis needed you polishing in another tent.” 
Toman grabs a rag and starts to polish, “ Nah I finished, so I thought I’d help me beer companion. I need a good drink, this stress with the war is wearing me down.” 
“ I think its wearing us all down, but our great leader is winning luckily.” Noah says sternly. 
Toman nods, “of course she is, with all her wisdom.”
The two were looking down as they spoke but they share a look as they finish speaking, knowing both are just speaking what they’ve been instructed to their whole lives. Thought nether is sure if the other believes it of course. But curiously just as they look down again, Noah sees Toman go stiff in the corner of his eye and watches as gasping he stands up. 
Noah looks up, unsure what would cause this reaction, “ Toman whats wrong?” 
Toman is barley breathing and just points, points to just under Noah’s legs. Noah’s head darts down like a wonky screw falling of a broken pipe and he looks down and to his horror he sees it. The book. The spellbook. It is lying under his feet, having appeared out of thin air. Noah stops breathing and jumps to distance himself away from the book, knocking over the stool in the process. 
“ You’re a traitor! Your trying to kill them your trying to kill them all! That’s why you were talking about the Claws! That’s why you’ve been so strange!” Toman screams, starting to back out of the tent at a speed. 
“ No, no! that’s cause my friend is…no Toman you don’t understand me you’ve misunderstood…that’s not!...let me explain!” Noah cries so panicked his whole body is flexing. 
Toman shakes his head and starts running, running toward help, his commander. And as he races at the tent so fast Noah can’t even grab him Noah looks down to something else that surely will get him killed. The spellbook is open. As if in use. Noah finally drops the sword he’s midway through polishing and runs. Just runs with all his might, for his life leaving the book. He runs through the gloomy dim white lighting of the barracks through the open white tent flap and legs hitting the ground like lighting does not look back. He runs toward the back gate, guards absent as he knows because of the dinner break. He hears he is being chased rather than senses it, he hears a hoard of feet. He knows in his heart he should not be resentful as he too would do this, you have to any aids in treason are killed themselves along with their families, but he is resentful. His feet fall hard and fast as he comes up to the gate, pumping his arms harder as he sees its open just slightly ajar. Ajar enough that the glint of the light on the gold tell him he can fit through it. 
His feet slide across the marble as he tries to make it with all his might. But he doesn’t. For he is tackled, tackled but not one but two people because of his size. He hits the ground, hard. So hard his bones feel like water and the air is pulled from his lungs by greedy marble hands. He looks up to see Garrick, Risa, Toman and Brenn huddled around him. Garrick and Brenn being the ones who tackled him. 
“Please, please! Let me explain!” Noah pleads, blood falling from his mouth from the fall. 
They all look at him with sad eyes, that in another scenario would show comradery and sympathy, forgiveness even but in this one it just shows regret. That means nothing for they will do their duty anyway, he does not mean more to them than their wives and husbands even children do. 
“Sorry mate, it’s your or us. They will be here soon Toman blew the whistle.” Garrick grunted getting up to his feet. 
They all nodded in agreement. Noah felt the punch before he saw it as Risa swung her fist into Noah’s face just as he tried to rise. Garrick started kicking, Toman and Brenn and Risa punching at him. All using all their force not to just subdue but kill him. Noah knew what this was he had seen it a hundred times done to traitors he had had to do it himself, honour killings. Not killing for Honor but because he had hurt the Archsons by being treasonous, it was a ritual. Everyone knew how, it was primal, animalistic, simple. You overwhelm the target, don’t allow them to fight back and just keep hitting. His body turned from hard to mush as he felt every inch of his body struck, he felt his shoulder break as Garrick’s foot came down at just the right angle for it too. He cried in agony, tears streaming form his face. They always had to be brutal and slow or their was no ‘honour’ in it. He tried to get up or hit back but his wrist was snapped in two with a shriek and he was pinned underneath blows like a body under a train track. Pain became a song that he felt in his head and all across his body and as he turned a foreign colour, as he started to go limp with the unimaginable pain of his longtime comrades breaking every bone in his body artistically. Too weak to scream he saw stars, and he prayed for death’s embrace warm and matrenal now. He prayed for the pain to stop and his body said, sleep will do that come, come.
He felt his head lull back like a heavy weight onto the cool marble and in his crazed state of death, so he thought he felt the pain end. His body becoming soft with pain, unmovable and he felt the hands of what must be one of the gods lifting him and carrying him into the light. Delusional he thought he heard his friends screaming, maybe regretting sending him into this place, maybe wishing him a safe journey. But strangely their screams sounded pained thought he could not make out what they were saying.


















Chapter 27- Noah


He woke on a boat, was the land of the dreaming on a boat? He hoped not he hated boats. He woke to rocking back and forth in a narrow arrow shaped boat clearly only big enough for a few. The pain of the rocking and his injuries made him hurl blindly as he woke squinting and dizzy. The sun so bright it was a different colour to him, some detestable colour. He felt as if he had woke from the worst hangover of his life. He woke to stare first at the sun in front of him then at the woman in front of that sun who lay watching him quietly. 
“How are you feeling?” the voice asked and as his vision cleared, he realized he knew the voice. It was Leighanna, it was the whore. 
He jumped backward so fast he nearly fell off the boat but with a hand far to strong she caught him just before he did. 
“I asked how are you feeling?” she stared at him blankly, no expression behind her green eyes. 
Noah breathed heavily for a moment letting her hand rest on his back. “ Sore.” 
She nodded, “ makes sense,” but kept her hand on his back clearly quite sure he’d try to jump in again. 
“ Where am I? and why?” Noah asked bluntly trying to keep his voice sounding calm but the pain didn’t help, something was off here. Very off. 
She swallowed stiffly, looked behind her at the man rowing the boat nosily and then faced Noah shifting on the wooden seat she sat on and starting to talk, “ he is deaf so you are aware. We are on a boat Knife’s Edge because the Great Archson has died and the cities are in the middle of revolts and violence and becoming unliveable until a new successor is named. “

Noah felt his panic grow like a tide flowing through his body, taking his breath and thought. Drinking up his energy. “ that can’t be true.” 

Leighanna still looking at him blanky just said, “ well it is.” 

“ she was supposed to live forever.” Noah spat out.

“ At the end of the day, you’ll find we are all just people. She was just a woman.” Leighanna said softly and slowly. 

Noah thought for a second trying to understand but failing to, “ that all makes sense for why you’d leave and I should. But what doesn’t make sense is why you saved me. You barley know me.”
She moved her hand of his back, fast and quick. “ I just happened to be there and I know Darwin…”

“ Spare me that shit, we are strangers, so why are you playing the knight in shining fucking armour.” Noah’s voice was rough and harsh like sandpaper as he spoke. 

She went mute, stopping looking at him and failing to answer. 

Then it hit him like a brick to the face, when he looked to her side to find the spellbook sitting right next to her.  “ You’re a Claw, oh by the Gods you killed Darwin you gave me the book! You’re a Claw!” 

Her head snapped back around just as Noah tried to fling himself out of the boat in panic. Pure, raw panic. She grabbed him with one hand by the chest and pulled him to her body his back pushing against her front. He had barely touched the water before she had caught him her instincts like a cat, sharp. She started whispering in his ear once she had caught him, “ the man is deaf not blind, so quit being dramatic and jumping and listen.” She held her hand on his chest near his throat as if she’d grab it at any point if she needed too. She scared him to death, she was a beast nearly three times as strong as him despite her small stature. 

Noah simply just nodded. 

“ I am not a Claw, trust me.”

Noah was scared but not stupid, “ how can I trust you if you do not tell me,” he answered back. 

She sighed long and hard and he felt her chest expand and then snap smaller against his back as she did, “ because I’m an Archson and that is the last thing we are. As for why I saved you…I have learned of your importance, and I need a bargaining chip with the rebels for my own protection. So consider yourself a hostage.” 

“ What? Why ever do you need or want me as a hostage?” Noah asked sheepishly her elbow pressing only slightly against his neck as she moved while he spoke. 

He felt an energy come over her, the same energy that seizes the sky before a storm or a child before it is hit. The energy of something coming, the energy of a figure it the nights victim who watches as it walks closer, “because I know who will ascend the throne,” she said very quietly, “ and it will not be good for ether of us.” 


Chapter 28- Genevieve 

History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce- Karl marx

Genevieve woke five days after the Great Archson’s death, she woke to chaos. She woke to having been evacuated to the Isels Eji after the protests became riots and the riots became violent unmanageable and dangerous. Dangerous when fighting fire with fire became a useless ridiculous effort when the masses outnumbered them and cried with grief and fear over who would rule them. They stormed the castle and by the time they had got within an inch of its walls the heads, Yarrows and Genevieve were in Charvin the Eldeste’s holiday castle now used for protection on the little, quaint Isel of Eji. Eji was a safe haven, with a small population of mild subdued middle aged scribes and philosophers all subdued. The castle in Charvin the Ironwind castle was very different to the castle in Crinchest as the name suggested in was a calmer place. The castle was connected or rather built on two waterfalls directly next to eachother and to the right of these waterfalls marble steps and far to their right was a beautiful square shaped pool all of these overlooking a turquoise crystal clear ocean than stared on for miles to the Yarrows land. Accessible by boat. The domes, turrets, cupolas and onion domes all were the colour of the sea and so beautifully blue they looked as if someone had got the colour directly from the sea itself.
Atleast this is how Julian had described the castle to her, he was quite infatuated with it. But knowing the Eldeste Genevieve did not doubt him. Genevieve woke in a bedroom she liked better than her last, it was airy with a window that was permanently built open to her left with a lancet arch windows shape. Her bedroom was up the top and hung overlooking the sea with wooden desk next to the gigantic window, but she had just lay in her bed for two hours now staring at the scenery wondering whether she was asleep or awake. Was this the land we walked in after life? Was this the land of the dreaming and dead? Like everyone believed the land where you both go to dream and die. If so she liked the land. It seemed peaceful authentic and finally for the first time since her adolescence she was around nature Crinchest was practically a desert since they ridded it off its natural beauty to build their castles. Opole had very little left only on the edge of Opole, Bryton was worse just a fishing town made of wood, buildings and bad smells. But this place was a paradise, she could even hear a waterfall! See it to if she moved far to her side. 
She was so deep in examining her scenery that she didn’t notice as the pale wooden door, so pale brown it was almost pastel squeaked open. And she didn’t notice Julian had drawn up a chair next to her til he took her hand in hers a very intimate gesture that she was not prepared for but didn’t all in all mind. His face was placid yet welcoming as if his eyes were smiling, “you have awoken, I am so very glad.”
Genevieve squinted as she spoke brain adjusting after a long period not speaking, “you care?” 
Julian smiled this time and leant over and kissed her hand tenderly, “of course I do.” 
This was all very confusing for Genevieve, so she looked around as she processed what was happening, “am I dreaming?” 
“Is this something you dream of?” he whispered into the top of her hand as he finished kissing it. His hot breath tickling her hand and up and down her arm.
She wasn’t in the mood for flirting, so she ignored his comment and resumed looking out her window.
“You are safe from him you know, little deer, he cannot hurt you no longer. I will not let him. He will be put to death before he can do so.”
A wave of emotions rushed over her as she crushed her other hand in the blue coverlet adorning and warming her body. She felt her body tense with the fear of just it all and overwhelm with the pain and the memories so complete it felt numbing at the same time. It was all so much to remember and yet also it had gaps she did not know how she got here. “Why am I here? What has happened?” she asked turning back to him.
Julian paused still holding her hand stroking it as he spoke, “your husband attacked you, then fled. He has still not been found and likely won’t be and if he is he’ll be gone soon enough anyway. His actions are a crime that will not be left unpunished. As for why where here…” 
He paused again clearing thinking of the right way to say what he is thinking, “ the Great Archson…was murdered.”
The room around Genevieve starts to spin as if completely of kilter, as if its been thrown of course and is bouncing her around. Her world, is altered for good now she knows this she is well and truly an orphan with not even her grandmother. Her Grandmother who though they were not close she did admire, she did deep, deep down think something off she was just…it was just so complicated. But she had taken her in, and despite her problems her issues, her detestable qualities Genevieve had never wanted her to be rid of the world even if she had sometimes wanted it, she had never believed it it was a pray you never sent out. One she could never imagine was possible that’s why she thought it so often, but never actually imagined a reality in which it happened. She wasn’t looking at Julian now but in her state his voice and the wind dancing on her face like a ray of sunshine brought her temporarily back to the present.
“…after she was murdered and found and you were found the whole of the Western world of Ketelas-Opole, Crinchest and Bryton descended into chaos in mere days. Hundreds took their lives fearing they could not live without their great leader, then thousands began rioting only a day after some men claiming they wished to rule some wishing no one to rule. Most were beaten down but they kept coming in mass until the whole population of all were at our doors and the main message was they did not want the Heads ruiling. They said out with the old in with the new, they also believed the Heads were brainless, passive puppets who could not fight the rebels threatening their homes. They called for new power, and eventually they ran us out of Crinchest and we all fled to Eji. Beautiful, peaceful, surreal Eji.” Julian finished finally letting go of Genevieve’s hand to gesture around the room, as if to say look at the proof.
Genevieve nodded her hands retreating to her lap as she absorbed the information. Her mind was like a newborn and so much was being thrown at her, she breathed in and out deeply to calm herself. Who was she in this world? How would she survive it now her protection was gone? Now she was merely a reminder of a legacy soon to be forgotten? Protected by old power and not knowing what she was to the new? Her mind jumping this way and that she ahd again zoned out and forgotten he was in the room. Forgotten he was there. Suddenly like a force itself yet as gentle as the wind his lips graced hers and entwined mouths coming down on each other hot and wet. The room narrowing to the single feeling of kissing him back. He was kissing her but she was kissing him and it was gentle yet hard and fast and rich with emotion. It felt like a sweet she’d savour for a while but he broke form her. He stroked a hand down her cheek as he did a soft musky wood smelling hand. His locks that she only now noticed were out of dreadlocks and sitting long luscious and black around his shoulder tickled her face and nose. His smell radiating around, capturing her senses and attention. 
He cupped her face in his hand brought her carefully closer until they were so close their breath tickled each others noses, and he spoke, “ but I have a plan, my love, you and me on the throne. My parents backing us you the Queen, the power they want new let’s give them a new dynasty built off their love for the old. Let’s make you the ruler of the western world, my beautiful fawn.” 
Was this her answer to where she fit? Could this be here place? Would she even be a good ruler? Well in centuries to come the history books were lined with that story but right now as the two sat in that room in Eji intermingled, only the Gods knew that answer.
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