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CHAPTER 1: THE SALT-KISSED CROWN


Act I: The Descent

The candles in Alistair’s chamber had burned low, their flames guttering in some draft he could not feel. Maester Theron stood by the window, grey eyes fixed on the darkness beyond the salt-stained glass. The old man’s hands were clasped behind his back, knuckles white with tension. “It is time,” Theron said, and his voice carried an edge of something Alistair couldn’t name. Regret, maybe. Or dread. Alistair’s hands were steady as he fastened his cloak. That steadiness was a lie, but it was all he had left. Three weeks since his father’s death. Three weeks of preparation. Three weeks of Theron’s teachings, warm as always, except when the questions turned to certain things. Then the old man’s answers became careful. Incomplete. As if the words themselves were dangerous. “You’ve taught me well,” Alistair said, turning to face his old teacher. “Everything I know about history, about Vale’s past, about…” He trailed off. About everything except this. “I’m ready.” Theron’s expression cracked. Just for a moment. Pain flashed across those grey eyes, raw and undisguised, before the old man caught himself. When he spoke, his voice was rougher than usual. “The burden is yours to bear.” He crossed the room, and there was nothing cold in his movement. Nothing distant. “As it was your father’s before you. As it was his father’s before him.” His hand found Alistair’s shoulder, gripped it. Not formal. Fierce. “Nineteen lords have walked this path before you. Nineteen lords have… endured.” Endured. Strange word. Not survived. Not conquered. Endured. “And what did they endure, exactly?” Alistair watched Theron’s face carefully. “You’ve told me the ritual transfers memories. Ancestral wisdom. But when I ask what that feels like, what actually happens…” He let the question hang. Theron’s jaw worked. His hand tightened on Alistair’s shoulder, then released. The old man looked like he was fighting himself. Fighting to speak. Fighting not to speak. His mouth opened. Closed. A muscle jumped in his cheek. “The ritual has stood for over three hundred years,” he finally said, and the words came out strained. Forced. As if dragged from him against his will. “What you will experience… acceptance is paramount.” He paused, and his next words were barely a whisper. “Resistance brings only suffering.” There was something in his tone. A warning folded inside the instruction. Alistair caught it, held it, tried to parse its meaning. “Maester, if there’s something I should know…” “Your father prepared you as well as he could.” Theron’s interruption was swift, almost panicked. “I have prepared you as well as I…” His voice caught. “As well as I may.” The emphasis on that last word was slight but unmistakable. May. Not can. Not am able. May. As if permission were involved. As if someone else held the reins. The old man’s hands were shaking. Alistair had never seen Theron’s hands shake. “I wish…” Theron began, then stopped. Closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were wet. “I wish I had been a better teacher in this. I wish…” He reached out, pulled Alistair into an embrace. It was sudden, desperate, completely unlike the careful man Alistair had known these past weeks. “Be strong,” Theron whispered against his shoulder. “Be yourself. No matter what you hear. No matter what they…” He pulled back abruptly, as if burned. His face had gone pale. A tremor ran through him. “They?” Alistair caught the word. “Who are they? Theron, what…” “The ancestors.” The answer came too quickly. Too smoothly. Theron’s face had shuttered again, but Alistair could see the effort it cost him. See the way the old man’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. “The memories of your forefathers. Listen to their wisdom, but…” Another pause. Another visible struggle. “But remember who you are.” It wasn’t what Theron wanted to say. Alistair was certain of it. The old man was speaking in riddles, in careful phrases that danced around some truth he desperately wanted to share but couldn’t. Couldn’t. Not wouldn’t. The distinction felt important. “Theron…” “Go.” The word was harsh. Almost pleading. “Before I… go now, Alistair. Please.” The old man turned away, back to the window, shoulders rigid. Alistair stood there a moment longer, wanting to push, wanting to demand the truth that sat so obviously behind Theron’s teeth. But there was no time. Dawn was approaching. The ritual had to be completed before first light touched the castle. “Thank you,” Alistair said quietly. “For everything you’ve taught me. Everything you’ve tried to teach me.” Theron’s shoulders hitched. A sound escaped him. Not quite a sob, but close. Alistair left before the old man could turn around. Left before he could see whatever expression had driven his teacher to the window’s darkness. The door closed behind him, and Alistair could have sworn he heard, through the thick oak, a sound like a man weeping.

Outside Theron’s chambers, Ser Willem stood at his post. The young guard’s eyes widened when he saw Alistair emerge. Dawn was still hours away, but Willem had been stationed here all night, as tradition demanded. Guards at every threshold on this night. Witnesses to the lord’s passage, even if they could not follow where he went.

“My lord.” Willem straightened, his mail coat rustling. Twenty-three years old, sworn to Vale service since fifteen. A good man. Loyal. The kind who still believed in things like honor and duty.

Alistair paused. He should walk past. Should maintain the ritual silence. But something in Willem’s face… concern? Fear? The boy was trying to hide it, but his hand rested on his sword hilt. Not threatening. Protective. As if he could somehow guard his lord against what waited below.

“Your father was kind to me,” Willem said suddenly, then caught himself. “Forgive me, my lord. I shouldn’t…”

“It’s alright.” Alistair’s voice came out rougher than expected. When had he last spoken to Willem? Really spoken, not just issued orders? The guard had been Lysander’s man first. Trained personally by the old lord in swordwork. One of the few young knights Lysander had deemed worth his time.

“He said you were promising,” Alistair continued. “Said you understood that protecting Vale meant more than just swinging steel.”

Willem’s jaw tightened. “He was… intense in his lessons, my lord. But fair. He made me better than I was.”

Intense. Diplomatic way to describe Lysander’s brutal training methods. Alistair had watched from the walls as his father drove the young guards through endless drills. Punishing failure with contempt. Rewarding success with harder challenges. Creating warriors through calculated cruelty.

“He chose his students carefully,” Alistair said. Three weeks since the funeral, and speaking of his father still felt like swallowing glass. “He saw something in you.”

“He saw someone moldable.” Willem’s honesty surprised them both. The guard’s eyes dropped. “Forgive me. I speak out of turn.”

“No. You speak truth.” Alistair found himself almost smiling. “My father appreciated honesty. Even when it cut.”

Especially when it cut, more like. Lysander had collected sharp truths the way other men hoarded swords.

Willem shifted his weight. The mail coat caught the lamplight from the wall sconce. “My lord… the ritual. Will you… that is, when you return…”

“I’ll still be myself.” The words came out before Alistair could stop them. A promise he had no right to make. “The ritual grants wisdom, not transformation. I’ll return as Lord Vale, nothing more.”

The lie tasted bitter. But Willem’s shoulders relaxed slightly, and that was worth the deception. The guard needed to believe his lord would come back whole. They all did. The entire household was holding its breath, waiting to see what emerged from the crypts.

“Guard this door,” Alistair said. “Let no one enter Maester Theron’s chambers until I return. He’s… he needs solitude tonight.”

“Yes, my lord.” Willem straightened again, finding comfort in clear orders. “I’ll hold this post.”

Alistair moved to leave, then paused. “Willem. Thank you. For your service. For your loyalty. For…” For still believing this house is worth protecting. “For everything.”

The young guard’s eyes glistened. He struck his fist against his chest in salute. The formal gesture. The one reserved for moments of true respect.

Alistair returned it. Then he turned and walked toward the stairs, leaving Willem at his post. Leaving the last normal conversation he might ever have.

Behind him, he heard Willem whisper something. A prayer, maybe. Or a farewell.



The castle was silent as he descended. Not the comfortable silence of sleep, but something heavier. Watchful. The servants had been dismissed to their quarters, the guards stationed at the outer walls. This was tradition. The lord descended to the crypt unaccompanied. Always alone. His boots echoed on stone as he passed through the Great Hall. Darkness pressed against the tall windows. Newdark, they called it. The darkest phase of the lunar cycle. When the Silver Eye closed and would not watch what men did in the hours before dawn. Traditional time for Salt Communion rituals, Theron had explained in one of his lectures. Ancestors are… closer… in the cold and dark. Closer to what? The old man had not said. Or could not say. The tapestries stirred in drafts that came from nowhere. Alistair’s eye caught on the bottom border of the great genealogy hanging. Sea-grey and salt-white cord woven through the fabric in patterns that looked decorative but were not. He’d been taught to read those knots as a boy. Simple patterns. His name was there. His father’s name. Twenty generations of Vale lords bound in braided hemp and dyed thread. At the very beginning, tight as hatred: Rowaan. His feet carried him toward the kitchens. Down. Ever down. The temperature dropped as he descended to the service level. The great fireplaces had been banked for the night, but coals still glowed in the darkness. Everything smelled of old smoke and salt. Everything in Vale smelled of salt. It was in the air, the stone, the very bones of the castle. Soon it will be in you, something whispered in his mind. His own thought, or something else? Alistair could not tell. A narrow door waited at the back of the wine cellar. Iron-banded oak, unremarkable to anyone who did not know what it concealed. He’d been down these stairs only once before, as a boy of ten. His father had shown him the way. Shown him the door at the bottom. “You will walk this path when it is your time,” Lysander had said, his voice carrying that same strained, careful tone Theron used now. “You will walk it alone. And you will not speak of what you find.” Alistair opened the door. The stairs beyond were carved from living stone. Not the worked blocks of the castle above, but ancient rock cut directly from the coastal promontory on which Vale stood. The walls were rough, seeping moisture. Salt crystals glittered in the light of his single candle like tiny, watching eyes. He began to descend. One. The door closed behind him with finality. The darkness was immediate, absolute. His candle flame bent sideways in a draft that smelled of deep earth and deeper water. Two. Three. Four. The steps were worn smooth in their centers. Three and a half centuries of footsteps. Fifteen generations of Vale lords had walked this descent. Their boots had carved shallow depressions into stone that should have been eternal. Eight. Nine. Ten. The cold intensified. It rose from below like water filling a well. It soaked through his cloak, his tunic, found the skin beneath. The kind of cold that had nothing to do with winter and everything to do with depth. With distance from the sun. Fifteen. Sixteen. His breath plumed white in the candlelight. The walls were closer now. He could touch both sides if he stretched his arms. The ceiling lowered. The sensation of going down, down, down into the earth’s throat was inescapable. Twenty-three. Twenty-four. Words carved into the stone. He almost missed them. Valdrok, the old tongue. The language of Rowaan and the first lords. Letters cut deep, filled with centuries of mineral deposits that made them stand out pale against dark stone. Thol-thres nok-dar. Threshold-boundary death-darkness. Thirty. Thirty-one. The words repeated. Different variations. Nok-trans. Death-transfer. Val-pakt. Blood-pact. Mor-grul. Heart-consume. Instructions carved into the descent itself. A liturgy of stone. Forty-five. Forty-six. His legs burned. The descent was steep. Each step required care. A fall here would be… unpleasant. The stone was slick with moisture. Salt-water seepage from the sea that crashed against Vale’s cliffs. Sixty. Sixty-one. The air changed. Thicker. Saltier. Each breath tasted of brine. Of deep ocean and older things. Things that lived in darkness and fed on what fell from above. Seventy. Seventy-one. Seventy-two. His candle flame had shrunk to a guttering point. The darkness pressed in from all sides. Alistair could feel it. Not metaphorically. Literally. The weight of all that stone above him. All that earth. All that depth. Seventy-three. The last step opened into a small landing. Perhaps six feet square. Hewn from the same living rock as the stairs. Alistair’s breath came in white plumes. The cold here was absolute. Beyond winter. Beyond anything natural. Before him stood the door. It was older than the castle above. Older than the stairs he’d just descended. The wood was black with age, bound in iron straps that had oxidized to rust-red over centuries. But the metal had not weakened. The bands formed patterns across the door’s surface. Not decorative. Functional. Symbols in some language older than Valdrok. At the center, a sigil. A spiral carved into a plate of tarnished silver. The same spiral that appeared on the Vale family crest. The same spiral that was woven into the sea-grey cord in the Great Hall above. The door had no handle. No visible lock. Nothing to suggest how it opened. But Alistair knew. His father had told him. Once. When he was ten years old and the knowledge was meant to be safely distant. Theoretical. Something he would not need for decades. Only Vale blood can open it, Lysander had said. You place your hand on the sigil. And it teaches you the words. Alistair raised his right hand. It trembled. He hated that tremor. Hated the fear that had been building since Theron’s constrained goodbye. Since the funeral three weeks ago when his father’s body lay in state, grey-faced and hollow-eyed even in death. He could turn back. Right now. Climb the seventy-three steps. Return to his chambers. To Elena’s warm body in their bed. To Corwin’s innocent questions about horses and wooden swords and when Father would teach him to fish. He could refuse. Except he couldn’t. The vassals were watching. Lord Gareth of Grey River, hungry for any sign of weakness. Ser Brynmor, his own cousin, who looked at the lordship like a starving man at a feast. House Blackwood to the south, testing the borders. House Draymore to the east, pressing their claim to the Grey Forest. Vale was weak. Small. Declining. And if its lord refused the ritual that had sustained the house for three centuries, the vultures would descend. So this was not really a choice at all. Alistair pressed his palm against the silver sigil. The metal was cold. So cold it burned. The spiral seemed to move beneath his skin, rotating, grinding. Then the words came. Not heard. Not exactly. They bloomed in his mind like ink dropped in water. Ancient. Heavy. Wrong. He knew what to say. The formal declaration. The claiming of inheritance. “I am Alistair,” his voice echoed in the stone chamber. “Son of Lysander. Of the line of Rowaan.” The words hung in the air for a heartbeat. Then the sigil seized him. Not physically. There was no mechanism. No hidden teeth in the metal. But his hand would not move. Could not move. It was locked to the spiral as surely as if his bones had fused with the silver. Heat bloomed beneath his palm. Not the cold-burn of frozen metal. Real heat. Building. Growing. Alistair tried to pull away. His arm strained. Tendons stood out in his wrist. His shoulder screamed with the effort. The sigil held him fast. The heat became fire. It started at the surface. His skin blistered. Cracked. The smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils. His own flesh. The pain was white-hot. Precise. The spiral was branding itself into his palm. Alistair screamed. The sound echoed off stone. Came back to him distorted. Multiplied. As if a dozen men were screaming in harmony. The fire bored deeper. Through skin. Through the layer of fat beneath. Into muscle. He could feel each fiber parting. Each tendon singing with agony as the heat cauterized even as it destroyed. The spiral burned its pattern through everything. Leaving nothing untouched. Deeper still. Into bone. His hand bones were small. Delicate. The metacarpals that fanned from wrist to fingers. The spiral found them. Kissed them with fire. Alistair felt something fundamental change in that moment. As if the very structure of his hand was being rewritten. Claimed. Marked on a level that transcended mere flesh. And then deeper still. Into something that had no name. No physical presence. The fire found the place where his hand existed as an idea. As part of his self-image. As a component of his identity. It burned through that too. Left its mark on his very concept of himself. The spiral scar was not just in his flesh. It was in his soul. Alistair’s vision went white. Then black. Then red. Colors that had no business existing swam across his consciousness. The pain was so absolute it transcended sensation. Became something else. Something that existed beyond the body’s ability to process input. Then, as suddenly as it began, it stopped. The heat vanished. The sigil released him. Alistair stumbled backward. Nearly fell. His right hand was a mass of agony. He couldn’t look at it. Couldn’t bear to see what had been done. But he could feel it. The spiral. Raised tissue. Still hot. Still wrong. It pulsed with each heartbeat. Throbbed with a life of its own. The scar was not just a mark. It was a doorway. He knew that with the same certainty he knew his own name. A doorway that now stood open. The iron-banded door shuddered. No creak of hinges. No scrape of metal on stone. The door simply… opened. Inward. Into darkness so complete his candle flame seemed to die at its threshold. The smell that rushed out was indescribable. Salt, yes. Always salt. But underneath: copper and rot and the deep, wet smell of places where light had never reached. Where it was not meant to reach. From that darkness, Alistair felt something stir. Not movement. Not sound. Just… awareness. Like the moment you realize you are being watched. That you have been watched for some time. His right hand screamed. The spiral scar pulsed hot and angry. A brand. A claim. A doorway burned into his very essence. And from somewhere far below thought, in the place where dreams gestated and instinct ruled, Alistair’s body knew: whatever waited in that darkness had been waiting a very long time. Waiting for him. Waiting for the doorway to open. He took one breath. Two. The air tasted like metal. Like fear. Like his own burned flesh. His hand throbbed with each heartbeat. The pain was exquisite. Absolute. And through that pain, he felt something else. Something reaching. Testing the edges of the doorway that had just been carved into his soul. Then Lord Alistair Vale, twentieth lord of his line, heir to three centuries of blood and salt and secrets, already marked and claimed and branded, stepped through the door and into the crypt. Behind him, with the whisper of ancient mechanisms, the iron-banded door swung closed. The lock clicked home with a sound like teeth closing.## Act II: The Consumption The crypt was not a room. It was a throat. Alistair’s candle flame guttered and nearly died as he crossed the threshold. The darkness here had weight. Substance. It pressed against his eyes, his skin, filled his lungs with each breath like water seeping into a drowning man. His right hand throbbed. The spiral scar burned with a heat that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than flesh. Bone-deep. Soul-deep. Every pulse of his heart sent fresh agony radiating from his branded palm. He stepped forward. His boots found smooth stone. Not the rough-hewn rock of the stairs, but something worked. Polished. The floor beneath his feet felt glassy, worn to a sheen by centuries of… what? Feet? Or something else? The candle steadied. Its light pushed back the dark perhaps three feet in any direction. Beyond that: nothing. Absolute void. Alistair raised the candle higher with his left hand. His right he kept cradled against his chest, the burned palm facing inward, as if hiding it could undo what had been done. The chamber resolved itself in fragments. A circular space, perhaps twenty feet across. The walls curved away into shadow, their surface the same black stone as the floor. No seams. No mortar. As if the entire crypt had been carved from a single massive piece of rock pulled from the earth’s belly. Symbols covered the walls. Valdrok, but older than anything he’d been taught. The letters twisted in ways that hurt to look at. Spirals within spirals. Words that seemed to move when he wasn’t looking directly at them. His eyes watered trying to follow their curves. Val-mag-pakt, he could make out. Blood-magic-pact. Rok-trans-rit. Spirit-transfer-ritual. Nok-thres-trans. Death-threshold-transfer. His throat tightened. These were not the words of wisdom Theron had described. Not the language of ancestral guidance and inherited memory. This was something else. Something that tasted of bargains made in darkness. Of prices paid in flesh. The candle flame bent sideways. Not from any draft, but as if repelled by what waited at the room’s center. Alistair forced himself to look. The altar was a single piece of black stone, waist-high, carved in the shape of a hand reaching up from the floor. Five stone fingers curled slightly inward, creating a shallow bowl in the palm. Ancient. Functional. Obscene in its simplicity. In the center of that stone palm, resting in a bed of white salt crystals, lay his father’s heart. Alistair’s stomach lurched. He’d known. Theron had explained. Three weeks of curing in salt brine. The heart preserved. Made ready for consumption. Clinical words. Medical process. As if this were just another aspect of the maester’s duties. But knowing and seeing were different countries entirely. The heart was small. Smaller than Alistair had imagined. Shrunken. The salt had leached moisture from the tissue, leaving something hard and leather-dry. Mineral crusts had formed across its surface, tiny crystals glittering in the candlelight like frost. It looked less like an organ and more like some artifact pulled from the sea. A stone smoothed by centuries of tide. But he could still see what it had been. The chambers. The vessels that had once carried blood through Lysander Vale’s body for nearly sixty years. All of it reduced to this. Preserved. Waiting. For you, something whispered through the branded doorway in his palm. Not a voice. Not quite. More like a thought that was not his own. Waiting for you. Alistair’s hand trembled. The candle flame danced, and shadows leapt across the walls like living things. He could still leave. The door would open from the inside. He was certain of it. Walk back up those seventy-three steps. Face the consequences. Let the vassals question his fitness. Let Brynmor make his move. Let the house fall if it must. Better that than this. Except Corwin’s face rose in his mind. Five years old. The way he smelled of soap and sunshine when he hugged too tight. Bright and innocent and safe because his father was lord. Because Vale still stood. Because some ancient, terrible bargain kept the wolves at bay. This is the price, Alistair thought. This has always been the price. He set the candle down on the floor. Its light seemed even weaker now, a guttering spark against the weight of all that darkness. He approached the altar. Each step echoed in the chamber, the sound swallowed almost before it was made. As if the stone itself was hungry for noise. For life. For anything that could fill its ancient emptiness. The salt crunched beneath his boots. It covered the floor around the altar in a perfect circle, perhaps six feet in diameter. Pure white against the black stone. He stepped into that circle, and the temperature dropped so fast his breath crystallized mid-exhale. Close now. Close enough to see the details he’d missed from the doorway. The heart wasn’t just covered in salt crystals. Things had been carved into its surface. Symbols. The same twisted Valdrok that covered the walls. Val. Blood. Mor. Heart. Grul. Consume. And others he didn’t recognize. Older words. Words that predated even Rowaan’s time. His father’s heart had been turned into a text. A message. A spell. Alistair’s gorge rose. He swallowed it down. The taste of bile and terror. You don’t have to do this, part of him screamed. You don’t have to do this. But he did. He knew he did. Because this was Vale. Because this was duty. Because nineteen lords before him had stood in this exact spot and made this exact choice. The spiral scar in his palm pulsed. Hot. Eager. As if it knew what came next. Endured, Theron had said. Not survived. Not conquered. Endured. Alistair reached out with his left hand toward the heart, then stopped. His eyes caught on something he’d missed before. A groove carved into the side of the altar. Smooth. Worn. Exactly the right size and shape for fingers to grip. Understanding hit him like cold water. The groove wasn’t decorative. It was functional. A handhold for the left hand while the right… While the branded right hand did the work. “No,” he whispered. The word echoed in the stone chamber. “Please. No.” But the ritual had requirements. Rules written in blood and salt and three centuries of suffering. The doorway had been burned into his right palm. The doorway must be fed. With hands that still screamed. Alistair stood before the altar, his left hand hovering inches from the handhold. His right hand cradled against his chest, the spiral scar pulsing with eager heat. He should take the next step. Should grip the stone. Should pick up his father’s heart and do what must be done. But his body refused. A memory surfaced, unbidden. Three months ago. Late summer. He’d found his father in the garden at dusk, hands black with soil, coaxing life from Vale’s reluctant earth. Lysander had looked up, and for just a moment, the hard lines of his face had softened. “Alistair.” Not cold. Almost warm. “Come. I want to show you something.” They’d knelt together in the dirt. His father’s hands, gentle, guiding his own to feel the tiny shoots of seedlings breaking through soil. “Patience,” Lysander had said. “That’s what growing things require. Patience and care. Not force.” A pause. Then, softer: “I wasn’t patient with you. When you were young. I should have been.” It was the closest his father had ever come to an apology. Alistair had looked up, stunned, and found Lysander watching him with an expression he’d never seen before. Something raw. Unguarded. Almost like… Love. “Father, I…” But Lysander had turned away. Cleared his throat. The moment passed. “These will be ready for transplanting in a fortnight. See that it’s done properly.” Lord Vale again. All warmth retreated behind duty’s walls. Three weeks later, Lysander was dead. And now Alistair stood in a stone crypt, staring at what remained. All that warmth, all those almost-said words, reduced to this. Leather-dry tissue packed in salt. An organ turned ritual component. That was your father, he thought, looking at the preserved heart. He loved gardens. He tried, at the end, to be gentle. To show you something real. The spiral scar burned hotter. As if angry at the sentiment. As if resenting this moment of humanity before the horror. Alistair closed his eyes. When he opened them again, his jaw was set. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the shrunken thing on the altar. Sorry for what his father had endured. Sorry for what he was about to do. Sorry for whatever came next. Then his left hand found the worn groove in the stone. And he began. Alistair gripped the altar’s groove with his left hand. His fingers found the worn stone, settled into depressions carved by desperate grips. How many hands had clutched this exact spot? How many lords had stood here, branded and terrified, knowing what came next? Nineteen. Nineteen hands had gripped this stone while their burned palms touched salt and flesh. He reached out with his right hand. The spiral scar flared the moment he extended his arm. As if it knew. As if it was eager. He touched the heart. The salt crystals bit into his burned flesh and he nearly screamed. The brine that had preserved his father’s organ for three weeks was still there. Soaked into every fiber. And now it met fresh wounds. Raw tissue. Exposed nerve endings that had been seared into existence moments ago. The pain was exquisite. Not sharp. Not clean. A slow, grinding agony that built with each second of contact. Like holding his hand over a fire while simultaneously plunging it into ice water. His body couldn’t process what was happening. Couldn’t categorize this specific flavor of torture. Alistair’s left hand tightened on the altar’s groove. His knuckles went white. The stone was the only thing keeping him upright. He picked up the heart with his branded palm. The weight of it pressed salt crystals deeper into his wounds. He felt them grinding. Abrading. Each tiny crystal finding fresh flesh to torment. The brine soaked into his burns. Found every exposed nerve. Sang them all to screaming life. His vision went white at the edges. Now you understand, something whispered through the pain. Through the doorway. Now you know the price. This was why lords endured. This was why the word was always endured, never survived or conquered. Because surviving this required something beyond strength. Beyond will. It required a fundamental breaking of the self. An acceptance that pain this absolute could be borne because it must be borne. The chamber held its breath. Alistair raised the heart to his mouth with his right hand. Every movement sent fresh agony through his palm. The weight shifted. Salt crystals found new angles of attack. His hand was on fire. Was ice. Was something worse than either. It smelled like the sea. Like deep water and darker things. Like his father’s body laid out in state three weeks ago. Like every funeral he’d ever attended and every death he’d ever witnessed compressed into a single, overwhelming stench. His left hand gripped the altar harder. The stone was his anchor. The only solid thing in a world that was rapidly coming apart. He bit down. The sound was obscene…crack and crunch and wet tearing all at once, salt crystals shattering between his teeth while the preserved tissue resisted, then gave, fibers separating with a sound like silk being torn. The taste hit him like a fist. Salt. Overwhelming. It scoured his tongue, his throat, made his eyes water. But underneath: copper. The phantom memory of blood long dried. And something else. Something chemical. Acrid. The taste of the brine that had cured this flesh. The taste of preservation. Of corruption held at bay but never truly defeated. He chewed. Forced himself to chew. The texture was impossible. Tough as old leather, but with a wetness that shouldn’t exist in tissue this dry. It seemed to swell in his mouth. To grow. As if acknowledging the presence of saliva and attempting to reconstitute itself back to living flesh. His right hand was unsteady. The heart shifted in his grip. More salt ground into his burns. He swallowed. The mass stuck in his throat. Refused to move. Alistair gagged, his body rejecting what his mind had forced upon it. But he held it down. Swallowed again. Harder. The heart’s first piece slid down his esophagus like a stone, trailing fire and wrongness. More, something whispered through the scar. More. He bit down again. His right hand brought the heart back to his mouth. Salt crystals scraped across burned flesh. Each movement was an act of will. Each second of contact between ruined palm and brined organ was its own small death. And again. Again. The act becoming its own horror through sheer repetition. Time lost meaning. There was only the act. Grip the altar with the left hand. Raise the heart with the right. Bite. Chew. Swallow. Try not to scream as salt found fresh ways to torment burned flesh. Each piece harder than the last. Each piece carrying more of that terrible, impossible taste. His stomach churned. His throat burned from the salt. Tears streamed down his face from the chemical assault on his senses and the relentless agony in his palm. The altar’s groove was slick with sweat now. His left hand kept slipping. He had to grip tighter. Tighter. So tight he felt something in his hand grinding. Protesting. His right hand was beyond pain now. It had transcended into something else. Some state of existence where agony was simply the baseline. The new normal. He could feel each salt crystal. Each grain of brine-soaked tissue. Each point where wounded flesh met preserved organ. He had eaten perhaps a third of the heart when the first voice spoke. Not in the chamber. In his head. Through the spiral doorway burned into his palm. WEAK. The word was not sound. It bypassed his ears entirely, manifesting directly in his consciousness like a thought that was not his own. But he recognized the voice. God help him, he recognized it. His father. Alistair’s hands spasmed. The heart nearly fell from his grip. He caught it, salt crystals biting into his palms, and forced himself to take another bite. SO WEAK. ALWAYS WEAK. Lysander’s voice was exactly as he remembered. Cold. Disappointed. That particular timbre of contempt he’d lived with his entire childhood. The tone that said you are not enough. You will never be enough. But it was wrong somehow. Flatter. As if emotion had been scraped away leaving only the architecture of judgment. The branded scar flared hot. The doorway widening with each swallow. Alistair forced down another piece. The heart was half gone now. His stomach felt full of stones. Full of salt. Full of something that was trying to become part of him and succeeding. SCHOLAR. DREAMER. GENTLE-HANDED FOOL. Another bite. The chamber was spinning now. Or he was. Alistair couldn’t tell the difference. YOU THINK YOU CAN RULE WITH SOFT WORDS? WITH COMPASSION? The spiral on his palm began to glow. Faint at first. Then brighter. A sickly light that had no business in the living world. THEY WILL EAT YOU ALIVE. THE VASSALS. THE NEIGHBORING HOUSES. THEY WILL TAKE EVERYTHING AND LEAVE YOUR SON WITH NOTHING. The words came faster now. Each bite brought more of them. A cascade. A flood. Pouring through the doorway. Taking up residence in the rooms of his mind. FOOL. FOOL. FOOL. His vision blurred. The candlelight seemed to pulse in rhythm with his heartbeat. Or perhaps that was two heartbeats now. His own and the one he was consuming. Three-quarters gone. A new voice joined the first. Different. Rougher. Older. Coming through the same burning doorway in his palm. Blood. Need blood. NEED IT. This voice was not words so much as urges. Raw impulses that bypassed language entirely. The voice of appetite. Of territorial rage. Of violence distilled to its purest form. Torvin. His grandfather. The Lord of Regrets. BLOOD BLOOD BLOOD. The scar was burning now. Really burning. As if the branding was happening all over again. Alistair bit down on the last piece. His teeth met salt and flesh and something else. Something that pulsed. That lived despite being dead for three weeks. He chewed. Swallowed. The final piece scraped down his throat and settled in his stomach with a weight that felt like doom. For one heartbeat, there was silence. Then the crypt exploded with sound. Not sound. Worse than sound. Pressure. As if the darkness itself had gained voice. As if every inch of that black stone chamber was suddenly screaming into existence. Alistair fell to his knees. His hands splayed on the salt-covered floor. The branded palm hit the ground and he screamed. The contact sent lightning through his arm. Through his chest. Into his very core. The voices rose to a howl. WEAK WEAK WEAK. BLOOD KILL BLOOD. And underneath both, something older. Something that was not voice or urge but presence. Ancient. Patient. Inhuman. It had no words. It needed no words. It simply was, and its existence was enough to make Alistair’s sanity rattle against his skull like dice in a cup. Rowaan. The First Lord. The Salt-King. The one who had carved these steps and made the pact and built this chamber to trap souls like flies in amber. The presence did not speak. It merely acknowledged him. And began its work. Alistair tried to scream. His throat was raw from the salt. From the horror of what he’d consumed. The sound that came out was barely human. His right hand burned. The spiral scar flared with heat. The doorway he’d opened at the iron door was wide now. Gaping. And through it, they poured. MINE, his father’s voice said. Not in his head now. Not entirely. As if the voice was coming from somewhere behind his own thoughts. As if Lysander was sitting in a room just adjacent to consciousness, watching through a window Alistair could not close. MINE, Torvin’s urges echoed. And from the depths, from that ancient presence that had no need for words: Ours. The scar pulsed. Glowed. In the darkness, Alistair looked down at his branded palm and saw light emanating from the raised tissue. Not firelight. Not candlelight. Something else. Something that had no business existing in the world above. The spiral seemed to move. To rotate. Slowly at first, then faster. Grinding. Opening wider. The doorway through which dead things could crawl back into the world. The candle went out. In the darkness, he felt them settling in. Taking root. Three distinct presences where there should be only one. His consciousness was a room, and he was no longer alone in it. The branded spiral on his palm burned like a coal. A constant reminder. A permanent claim. And in that darkness, Alistair understood with crystalline clarity what Theron could not say. What his father had never told him. What twenty generations of Vale lords had learned too late to matter. The Salt Communion was not a gift. It was a prison. And he had just locked himself inside.

The first spasm hit before he could stand.

His body convulsed. Not a choice. Not voluntary. Every muscle seized at once, contracting with such force that he heard his joints pop. His back arched. His jaw clenched so hard a molar cracked. The spiral scar on his palm flared white-hot, and his hand slammed against the stone floor.

The impact shattered thought.

Alistair’s body moved without him. Thrashed. His limbs struck stone with wet, meaty sounds. His shoulder hit the altar hard enough to spin him sideways. Blood sprayed from his nose. His knee found a wall, and something in the joint shifted wrong.

WEAK VESSEL, Lysander observed with clinical detachment.

But Torvin was howling with joy. FIGHT FIGHT FIGHT YES.

Another convulsion. Stronger. Alistair’s head snapped back and cracked against the floor. Stars exploded across his vision. His hands clawed at nothing. At everything. His fingers found his own throat and squeezed.

Not him. Them. The ancestors testing their new home. Flexing muscles that weren’t theirs. Making him dance like a marionette with too many puppeteers.

His left hand released his throat. His right didn’t. The branded palm pressed harder against his windpipe. The spiral scar burned through skin, and he felt his own throat blistering under the contact.

No. NO.

Alistair threw himself sideways. His body hit the altar again, and his right arm caught the edge. The impact broke the grip on his throat. He gasped, sucking in air that tasted of copper and salt.

But his body kept moving. Kept fighting itself.

His left fist drove into his stomach. Once. Twice. Hard enough to empty his lungs. His right hand clawed at his face, fingernails catching skin, tearing shallow grooves across his cheek.

Stop. STOP.

MAKE US, Lysander taunted.

Alistair rolled. Threw his weight against the floor. His branded palm hit first, and the contact with cold stone sent lightning through his entire body. But it also… focused something. The pain was clean. Real. His.

He pressed harder. Ground the spiral scar against stone until the agony became everything. Until there was no room for anything but that singular sensation.

The ancestors recoiled. Just for a moment. Just enough.

Alistair seized that moment. Drove his left fist into the wall. The pain bloomed fresh and immediate. His knuckles split. Blood painted stone. But the pain was his to control.

CLEVER, Torvin admitted with something like approval. PAIN TEACHES.

Another spasm tried to take him. Alistair fought it with more pain. Bit down on his tongue hard enough to fill his mouth with blood. Drove his knee into the altar’s base. Scraped his already-burned palm across the rough stone wall.

Each injury was a small victory. Each self-inflicted wound was proof he still had some control. Some choice in what happened to this body.

The convulsions slowed. Stopped. His muscles went slack all at once, dropping him to the floor like a cut puppet. He lay there gasping, every part of him screaming. Blood in his mouth. Blood on the stones. Blood painting patterns that looked almost like the twisted Valdrok on the walls.

INTERESTING STRATEGY, Lysander mused. HURT YOURSELF TO MAINTAIN CONTROL. VERY… ME.

Not like you, Alistair thought desperately. Nothing like you.

But even as he thought it, he knew the lie. This was exactly something Lysander would do. Turn pain into power. Make suffering into strategy. Use whatever worked, no matter the cost.

Alistair pushed himself up on shaking arms. His left hand was ruined. Knuckles swollen, skin split. His knee wouldn’t bend right. His throat felt like he’d swallowed coals. The spiral scar on his right palm pulsed with its own heartbeat, angry and infected-looking despite being minutes old.

But he was standing. Under his own power. By his own choice.

For now.

The darkness around him seemed to pulse. The crypt itself breathing. Watching. The symbols on the walls writhed in his peripheral vision, but when he looked directly at them, they were still.

He had to leave. Had to get out before they tried again. Before they got better at moving him. Before they learned the rhythms of his body well enough to dance him properly.

Alistair stumbled toward the door. Each step was a negotiation. Each movement a small battle for control. His body wanted to turn back. To kneel at the altar. To prostrate himself before the ancient presence that waited patient in the deep.

No.

He reached the door. His left hand found the handle. Pulled.

The door opened. The seventy-three steps stretched upward into darkness.

He had to climb. Had to return. Had to pretend this was wisdom and not possession. Had to be lord and husband and father while his body became a battlefield.

Behind him, the crypt exhaled. A sound like satisfaction. Like patience.

Like hunger that could wait.## ACT III: The Ascent and The Marking

Alistair did not remember standing. Did not remember turning toward the door. One moment he was on his knees in the salt circle, branded palm burning, voices screaming in his skull. The next he was stumbling toward the iron-banded door with no clear memory of the transition. His body was moving on autopilot. Some survival instinct deeper than thought driving him toward the exit. Toward air that didn’t taste of death. Toward light. Toward anything that wasn’t this stone throat and its hungry darkness. The door opened at his touch. No words needed this time. No ritual. It recognized him now. Recognized what he’d become. One of us, something whispered. Not his father. Not Torvin. Something older. The presence that had no name and needed none. Alistair lurched through the doorway and onto the landing. The seventy-three steps stretched upward into darkness. His candle was gone. Lost somewhere in the crypt. Or perhaps he’d never brought it out. Time was slippery. Reality kept sliding sideways. He started to climb. One. His right hand was a mass of agony. The spiral scar pulsed with each heartbeat. Hot. Angry. Alive. The branded flesh seemed to have its own circulation now. Its own rhythm separate from his own. Two. Three. WEAK, his father’s voice said. Not shouting. Almost conversational. As if Lysander was walking beside him in the darkness, commenting on his performance. STUMBLING LIKE A DRUNK. PATHETIC. “Shut up,” Alistair whispered. His voice echoed off stone. Came back distorted. Four. Five. Six. The darkness was absolute. He kept one hand on the wall. His left hand, because his right was useless. Ruined. Each brush of his branded palm against stone sent lightning through his arm. BLOOD, Torvin’s urges snarled. Not words. Just raw want. HUNGRY. HUNGRY. Seven. Eight. The stairs felt steeper than before. Wrong angle. His knees protested with each step. His calves burned. How had he descended these so easily? It felt like climbing a cliff face now. Nine. Ten. Eleven. Something moved in the darkness ahead. Alistair stopped. His breath came in ragged gasps. The air was thick. Heavy. It coated his lungs like oil. Nothing there. Just shadows. Just his mind fracturing under the weight of three consciousnesses that weren’t his own. He climbed. Twelve. Thirteen. YOU’LL FAIL, Lysander said. YOU’LL FAIL THEM ALL. YOUR WIFE. YOUR SON. THE HOUSE. EVERYTHING. “I won’t.” The words came out barely audible. “I won’t fail them.” YOU ALREADY HAVE. Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen. His stomach churned. The preserved heart sat in his gut like a stone. Like a tumor. Something foreign that his body was trying desperately to reject. Nausea rose in waves. He swallowed it back. If he vomited now, would the ritual fail? Would he have to do it again? Don’t think about it. Just climb. Seventeen. Eighteen. The wall beneath his hand was weeping. Moisture slicked the stone. Salt crystals bit into his palm. Everything smelled wrong. Rot and brine and something underneath. Something ancient and patient and utterly inhuman. Nineteen. Twenty. His foot caught on the step. He stumbled. Tried to catch himself. His right hand hit the wall and pain exploded through his branded palm. The spiral scar flared white-hot. Blinding. Alistair fell. Down. Not far. Three steps. Maybe four. But in the darkness it felt like tumbling through void. His shoulder hit stone. His hip. His head cracked against the wall with a sound like a branch snapping. Stars burst across his vision. Real stars, not the suggestion of light. Bright and sharp and utterly wrong. He lay there, sprawled across the stairs, breath knocked from his lungs. The voices howled with laughter. WEAK WEAK WEAK, Lysander crowed. CAN’T EVEN CLIMB STAIRS WITHOUT FALLING. CLUMSY, Torvin snarled. PREY-WALK. WOUNDED-WALK. EASY MEAT. And underneath both, that ancient presence radiated something that might have been amusement. Or hunger. Or both. Alistair gasped. Tried to breathe. His chest felt compressed. Bound. As if iron bands had wrapped around his ribs while he fell. Get up. Get up. GET UP. He pushed himself to his knees. His right hand left a smear on the stone. Dark. Wet. Blood from his palm mixing with whatever moisture wept from the walls. PATHETIC. “Shut… up…” Each word cost him. PATHETIC, Lysander said, his voice dripping with contempt. YOU’RE CURLED ON THE FLOOR LIKE A BEATEN CHILD. Alistair forced himself to sit up. Every movement sent fresh agony through his branded palm. The spiral glowed faintly in the darkness, pulsing with his father’s… what? Life? Consciousness? Whatever passed for existence when you were dead but still somehow present. BETTER. MARGINALLY. “What…” Alistair’s voice came out hoarse. “What are you?” WHAT DO YOU THINK I AM? “My father.” A sound that might have been laughter. Or disgust. YOUR FATHER IS DEAD. HAS BEEN FOR THREE WEEKS. THEY BURNED HIS BODY TWO DAYS AFTER HE STOPPED BREATHING. YOU STOOD THERE AND WATCHED THE SMOKE. “Then…” I AM WHAT REMAINS. MEMORY MADE CONSCIOUS. EXPERIENCE GIVEN VOICE. YOUR FATHER’S KNOWLEDGE, HIS CUNNING, HIS WILL TO RULE… ALL PRESERVED. A pause. EVERYTHING BUT HIS WEAKNESS. EVERYTHING BUT HIS SENTIMENT. The words landed like physical blows. “He wasn’t…” OH, HE WAS. GODS, HE WAS. The voice shifted, became almost instructional. LET ME EXPLAIN HOW THIS WORKS, BOY, SINCE THERON OBVIOUSLY COULDN’T. OR WOULDN’T. POOR OLD MAN, BOUND BY RULES HE DIDN’T MAKE. Alistair’s hand throbbed. He cradled it against his chest, feeling heat radiating from the raised spiral. The doorway. The brand. The mark that made him vessel. THE SALT COMMUNION DOESN’T JUST TRANSFER MEMORIES. IT EXTRACTS WHAT YOUR ANCESTORS NEEDED TO RULE. STRENGTH. RUTHLESSNESS. STRATEGIC THINKING. ALL THE HARD EDGES REQUIRED TO KEEP VALE ALIVE. A beat. IT LEAVES BEHIND THE SOFT PARTS. THE DOUBT. THE MERCY. THE PARTS THAT MAKE YOU WEAK. “That’s not…” NOT WHAT YOU WANTED TO HEAR? TOO BAD. YOU ATE MY HEART. YOU OPENED THE DOORWAY. YOU DON’T GET TO COMPLAIN ABOUT WHAT WALKS THROUGH. Alistair pressed his forehead against his knees. His stomach churned with salt and preserved flesh. With the weight of what he’d consumed. “There must be rules,” he said quietly. “Boundaries. You can’t just… you can’t control me.” Another sound. This one definitely laughter. Dark and cruel and utterly without humor. CAN’T I? LET’S SEE. A sensation like fingers gripping his spine from the inside. Alistair gasped. RELAX. I’M JUST DEMONSTRATING. The presence withdrew slightly. I COULD MAKE YOU DO THINGS. MOVE YOUR LIMBS LIKE A PUPPET. SPEAK WORDS YOU DON’T MEAN. BUT THAT WOULD BE… WASTEFUL. CRUDE. A thoughtful pause. NO, BOY. MY ROLE ISN’T TO CONTROL. IT’S TO ADVISE. TO GUIDE. TO MAKE SURE YOU DON’T DESTROY EVERYTHING I SPENT FORTY YEARS BUILDING. “Advise,” Alistair repeated flatly. THINK OF ME AS YOUR COUNCIL. PERMANENT. UNAVOIDABLE. ALWAYS PRESENT. The voice took on a mocking warmth. I’M YOUR FATHER, AFTER ALL. HELPING YOU RULE. ISN’T THAT WHAT FATHERS DO? “My father tried to warn me.” Alistair’s throat tightened. “At the end. He tried to tell me something about this.” OF COURSE HE DID. EVERYONE TRIES TO WARN THEIR SONS. EVERYONE FAILS. A note of something almost like sympathy. THE CURSE PREVENTS IT. YOU CAN’T SPEAK CLEARLY ABOUT WHAT’S COMING. THE WORDS WON’T FORM. THERON TRIED TOO, DIDN’T HE? SAW HOW WELL THAT WORKED. “Then how do I…” Alistair stopped. Started again. “How do I survive this?” YOU DON’T. NOT AS YOU WERE. Matter-of-fact. Almost gentle. THE BOY WHO WALKED DOWN THOSE STEPS IS GONE. THE MAN WHO CLIMBS BACK UP WILL BE… DIFFERENT. STRONGER, IF YOU’RE SMART. BROKEN, IF YOU’RE NOT. “And which was my father?” Silence. Long enough that Alistair thought perhaps Lysander wouldn’t answer. BOTH, the voice finally said. WE’RE ALL BOTH. THAT’S THE JOKE, BOY. THAT’S THE WHOLE FUCKING JOKE. The spiral scar pulsed. And underneath Lysander’s cold instruction, Alistair felt it. The other presence. Watching. Waiting. Something that was not father or grandfather but something older. Patient. Content to let Lysander play mentor while it observed. “There are more,” Alistair whispered. “Others. I can feel them.” NOT YET. JUST ME AND TORVIN FOR NOW. THE REST COME LATER. WHEN YOU’VE EARNED THEM. A dark chuckle. THOUGH ‘EARNED’ MIGHT BE THE WRONG WORD. WHEN YOU’VE SUFFERED ENOUGH. WHEN YOU’VE PROVEN YOU CAN ENDURE. “Endured.” THERE’S THAT WORD AGAIN. KEEP COMING BACK TO IT, DON’T WE? The voice turned brisk, businesslike. NOW GET UP. YOU HAVE STAIRS TO CLIMB. A WIFE TO LIE TO. A SON TO PRETEND YOU’RE NOT TERRIFIED OF HURTING. LORDS DON’T GET TO LIE ON CRYPT FLOORS FEELING SORRY FOR THEMSELVES. Alistair forced himself to his feet. His legs shook. His hand screamed. But he stood. BETTER, Lysander said with grim approval. MUCH BETTER. NOW MOVE. AND ALISTAIR? “What?” WELCOME TO THE FAMILY. He started climbing again. Tried to count. Tried to find his place. One? No. Twenty? Fifteen? The numbers slipped away. Became meaningless. Just sounds. Just concepts that had no anchor in this dark and terrible place. Up. He knew up. He could feel gravity pulling at him. Could feel the angle of the stairs under his boots. That was enough. It had to be enough. He climbed. His right hand throbbed with each heartbeat. The spiral scar felt like it was boring deeper. Through flesh. Through bone. Searching for something. The core of him. The essential Alistair that existed beneath meat and thought. And when it found that core, what then? THEN WE CLAIM IT, Lysander said. THEN WE TAKE, Torvin agreed. The ancient presence said nothing. But Alistair felt its satisfaction. Its patient, eternal certainty. Soon. He climbed. Lost count. Lost time. There was only the act. Hand on wall. Foot on step. Again. Again. Again. The darkness pressed close. The voices provided commentary. His body moved through agony that had become baseline. Normal. The new state of existence. This was endurance. This was what Theron had meant. Not surviving the ritual. Not conquering it. Simply enduring it. Moment by moment. Step by step. Until either the stairs ended or he did. The branded scar pulsed. Once. Twice. Three times. A rhythm that wasn’t quite his heartbeat. Faster. Hungrier. Something was coming. Alistair felt it before he heard it. A pressure building behind his thoughts. Not in his head exactly. More like something approaching his head from a great distance. Getting closer with each passing second. AH, Lysander said, and there was dark amusement in his voice. HERE WE GO. “What…” GRANDFATHER. ALWAYS IMPATIENT. ALWAYS HUNGRY. The spiral scar flared hot. Not the steady burn from before. This was different. Sharper. Angrier. As if two sources of heat were trying to occupy the same space and pushing against each other in the attempt. The sensation started as a tickle. A wrongness at the base of his skull. Like an itch he couldn’t scratch. An awareness that shouldn’t exist but did. Someone else was here. Not Lysander. His father’s presence was cold and cutting, all sharp edges and contempt. This was… different. Older. More primal. It didn’t think in words the way Lysander did. It thought in urges. Impulses. Base drives that bypassed civilization entirely. The tickle intensified. Became a pressure. Became a presence. MAKE ROOM, Lysander said flatly. HE DOESN’T ASK NICELY. The pressure pushed harder. Alistair felt something inside him shift. Not physically. Some internal space he hadn’t known existed suddenly contracting. Making room. The architecture of his consciousness rearranging itself to accommodate another tenant. No, he thought desperately. No, one is enough. One is too many. I can’t… But the ritual didn’t care what he could or couldn’t handle. The doorway was open. The heart consumed. What came through came through whether he willed it or not. The presence solidified. It arrived not with words but with sensation. The memory-taste of blood in his mouth. Hot copper flooding his senses. The smell of torn flesh. The satisfaction of hunger briefly sated before returning twice as strong. And underneath it all: want. Torvin’s consciousness was appetite given form. Everything else about the man had been stripped away, leaving only the core drives. Territory. Dominance. Violence as solution to every problem. The need to take because taking was proof of strength and strength was the only thing that mattered. Alistair’s hands clenched into fists. His right palm screamed as the spiral scar compressed. The pain barely registered. He was too busy feeling the borders of his own mind compress further. Shrinking. Making room for this new, hungry thing. THERE YOU ARE, YOU OLD BASTARD, Lysander said, his voice carrying a mix of contempt and familiarity. TOOK YOUR TIME. The response wasn’t words. It was the mental equivalent of a snarl. Pure territorial aggression. MINE. THIS IS MINE. WE’RE SHARING, FATHER. SAME AS ALWAYS. MINE. Alistair felt caught between them. His father’s cold strategic thinking on one side. His grandfather’s violent appetite on the other. And himself in the middle, being compressed into an ever-smaller space while they staked their claims. “Get out,” he whispered. “Both of you. Get out.” CAN’T, Lysander said simply. WON’T. The two presences settled in. Finding their positions. Alistair could feel them adjusting, getting comfortable, like guests taking their seats at a table where he was the main course. His mind was becoming crowded. Too crowded. How was there room for three distinct streams of consciousness? How could his skull contain this much awareness without splitting open? BLOOD, Torvin’s urges whispered. Not to Alistair. Just… present. Background noise. A constant low-level appetite. HUNT. KILL. CLAIM. IGNORE HIM, Lysander advised. HE’S ALWAYS LIKE THIS. ALL VIOLENCE AND NO STRATEGY. IT’S WHY HE ONLY RULED FOR EIGHT YEARS BEFORE THE CURSE KILLED HIM. STRONG. WAS STRONG. STRONGER THAN YOU. STRONG ENOUGH TO DIE AT FORTY-TWO. WELL DONE. The bickering would have been almost comical if it wasn’t happening inside Alistair’s head. This is what the rest of his life would be. Two dead men arguing while he tried to think. Tried to function. Tried to remain himself amid the noise. The spiral scar pulsed again. Warm. Satisfied. Two voices successfully installed. The doorway proven functional. And underneath both father and grandfather, patient and eternal, Alistair felt the third presence. The oldest one. Still not speaking. Still just observing. Rowaan’s consciousness like a deep ocean beneath the surface chatter. Waiting. Watching. Content to let the newer voices establish themselves before making his own presence fully known. How many more? Alistair thought desperately. How many more of you are in there waiting? Neither Lysander nor Torvin answered. But the silence was answer enough. Eighteen more. Eighteen generations waiting their turn. Eighteen voices that would arrive when he was weak enough. Broken enough. When he’d proven he could be a vessel. When he’d earned them. COME ON, Lysander said, almost gentle. UP YOU GET. STILL HAVE STAIRS TO CLIMB. Alistair forced himself to his feet. Three consciousnesses where there should be one. And the terrible knowledge that this was just the beginning. The floor of his mind had been measured. The first two guests seated. And there was so much more room to fill.

And somewhere in that darkness, climbing stairs he could no longer count, Lord Alistair Vale understood something fundamental: He would never be alone again. Not in sleep. Not in waking. Not in any moment of his life from this point forward. The voices would always be there. The presences would always watch. The branded doorway in his palm would always stand open. This was the price his father had paid. His grandfather. Nineteen lords before them. And now it was his turn to pay it. He climbed. The darkness began to lighten. Not much. Just the suggestion that void might give way to shadow. That shadow might give way to grey. The door was close. The wine cellar beyond. The castle above that. Elena sleeping in their bed. Corwin dreaming innocent dreams. The world he’d left behind what felt like years ago but had been… what? An hour? Less? Time was broken. Everything was broken. But the door was close. Alistair reached for it with his left hand. His right hung useless at his side. The spiral scar pulsed. Glowed faintly in the darkness. A brand. A claim. A doorway that would never close. He pushed the door open. Cold air rushed in. It smelled of wine and stone and salt. Castle air. Human air. The air of the living world. DON’T THINK YOU’VE ESCAPED, Lysander said. NEVER ESCAPE, Torvin agreed. And from the depths, that ancient presence simply was. Patient. Eternal. Satisfied with its newest acquisition. Alistair stumbled through the door and into the wine cellar. The door closed behind him with a sound like a tomb sealing. But the voices didn’t stop. They never stopped.## Act IV: The First Night

The climb through the castle was a blur. Alistair moved through wine cellar, through kitchens still warm with banked coals, through corridors he’d walked a thousand times but which now felt alien. Wrong. As if the stone itself had shifted while he was below. As if Castle Vale had become a place he no longer quite recognized. STUMBLING LIKE A DRUNKARD, Lysander observed. THE SERVANTS WILL TALK. There were no servants. He’d sent them away. But the voice was right. Tomorrow there would be servants. Tomorrow there would be vassals and guards and a hundred eyes watching for any sign of weakness. Tomorrow. The thought felt impossible. There would be a tomorrow. He would wake to sun and sky and the ordinary cruelties of lordship. As if tonight had never happened. As if he hadn’t consumed his father’s heart in a stone throat beneath the earth. Can’t think about that. Keep moving. His right hand hung at his side. The spiral scar pulsed with each heartbeat. Hot. Angry. The burn had not faded. If anything, it felt worse now. As if exposure to air had made the wound more aware of itself. He climbed the stairs to the family quarters. Fourth level. His boots on stone echoed in the empty halls. Each sound came back multiplied. As if more than one person was climbing. As if the voices in his head had gained weight. Substance. The door to his chambers stood closed. Warm light leaked from beneath. Elena had left a lamp burning. Elena. His wife. His anchor. The woman who’d studied the journals with him through long winter evenings. Who knew what the spiral scar meant. Who’d prepared herself to support him through decades of gradual change. She didn’t know. Couldn’t know. That what she’d prepared for and what was actually happening were different countries entirely. Alistair pushed open the door. Elena sat in the chair by the window, still dressed, a book open in her lap. Not reading. Just waiting. Her dark hair was unbound, falling past her shoulders. Her face was composed. Ready. She looked up as he entered. Her eyes went immediately to his right hand. “It’s done,” she said. Not a question. A statement. She’d known the moment she saw him. Alistair nodded. His throat was too tight for words. Elena set the book aside and crossed the room. She moved with purpose. With the confidence of someone who’d studied for this moment. Who knew what came next. “Let me see,” she said gently. He raised his right hand. The spiral scar stood out against his palm. Raised tissue. Angry red. The flesh around it was blistered, cracked. Salt crystals still clung to some of the wounds. The whole thing looked fresh. Raw. Like it had been carved into his palm moments ago instead of hours. Elena’s face went very still. “It should be healing,” she said quietly. “The journals said… it heals within hours. Becomes a white scar within days.” THE JOURNALS LIED, Lysander said helpfully. Alistair flinched at the voice. Elena saw the flinch. Her eyes narrowed. “Alistair?” “It’s fine.” The words came out hoarse. Unconvincing. “Just… tender.” She reached for his hand. Her fingers were gentle. Careful. They brushed the edge of the spiral scar. Lightning shot up his arm. Alistair jerked back. Couldn’t help it. The pain was instant and absolute. As if she’d pressed a hot iron to his palm instead of just touching it with her fingertips. But worse than the pain was the sensation of them reacting. The voices surging forward. Crowding against the doorway. Trying to see her. Touch her. Reach through his branded flesh to the woman who’d dared make contact. WIFE, Lysander said. MY DAUGHTER-IN-LAW. SOFT. WEAK. SHE’LL BREAK YOU. FEMALE. MATE. MINE, Torvin snarled with territorial rage. And underneath both, that ancient presence simply… noticed her. Noticed and assessed and found her… interesting. “Don’t.” Alistair’s voice was sharper than he intended. “Don’t touch it.” Elena’s hand hovered in the air between them. Her expression was no longer composed. Fear flickered across her features. Not fear of him. Fear for him. “The journals said it would hurt,” she said carefully. “But not like this. Not…” She trailed off, studying his face. “What happened down there?” Everything. Nothing. The end of the world. “The ritual,” he said. “Just… the ritual.” “Alistair.” Her voice carried weight now. Steel underneath the gentleness. This was the woman who’d studied twenty generations of Vale history. Who’d read accounts of the Salt Communion from lords long dead. Who’d prepared herself to be the wife of a possessed man. “Don’t lie to me. We studied the journals together. I know what should happen. This…” She gestured at his hand. At his face. At whatever she saw in his eyes. “This is not what they described.” CLEVER GIRL, Lysander murmured. TOO CLEVER. SHE’LL BE TROUBLE. Alistair wanted to tell her. Wanted to explain about the voices and the entity and the thing that watched from the darkness. Wanted to warn her that something had gone wrong. That the journals hadn’t prepared them for this. But the words stuck in his throat. Partly because he didn’t know how to explain. Partly because he could feel them listening. Watching through his eyes. And he didn’t want them any closer to Elena than they already were. “I’m tired,” he said instead. “Can we… can we talk about this tomorrow?” Elena studied him for a long moment. He could see her mind working. Comparing what she was seeing to what the journals had prepared her for. Finding the gaps. The inconsistencies. “Alright,” she said finally. “Tomorrow.” But her tone suggested she didn’t believe him. Suggested she knew something was very, very wrong. She helped him to the bed. Didn’t try to touch his right hand again. He sat heavily on the edge of the mattress. His body felt like it belonged to someone else. Heavy. Clumsy. Disconnected. “Should I get Theron?” Elena asked. “Or Hadrian? Hadrian would know about burns…” “No.” The answer came too fast. Too sharp. He softened his tone. “No. I just need to sleep.” SLEEP, Lysander laughed. YES. SLEEP. LET’S SEE WHAT DREAMS COME. Elena helped him remove his boots. His cloak. He kept his tunic on. Couldn’t bear the thought of her seeing if there were other marks. Other changes. His body felt wrong. Alien. He wasn’t ready to look at it himself, much less let her see.

“Please,” she said softly. “Let me see.”

Something in her voice broke through his resistance. Not demand. Not fear. Just… love. The same tone she’d used when Corwin had fallen from his pony last summer. When assessment mattered more than panic.

Alistair let her help him remove his tunic. The fabric pulled away from skin sticky with sweat and… other things. Blood, he realized. From the wounds he’d given himself in the crypt. From the fight against his own body.

Elena’s breath caught.

His torso was a map of violence. Bruises bloomed purple-black where he’d thrown himself against stone. Scratches from his own fingernails traced red lines across his chest. A perfect handprint bruise marked his throat where his branded hand had tried to strangle him.

“Oh, my love,” she breathed. Her fingers ghosted over the injuries, not quite touching. “What did they do to you?”

I did it to myself, he wanted to say. To keep control. To stay me.

But the words wouldn’t come.

Elena fetched water and cloth from the washstand. Her movements were efficient, practiced. She’d done this before, years ago, when Alistair had returned from border skirmishes. When violence was external. Understandable.

She began to clean his wounds. Each touch was gentle but unflinching. She didn’t recoil from the damage. Didn’t look away from what he’d become in just one night.

“The scar,” she said quietly, not looking at his branded palm. “It’s beautiful in its horror. Like something ancient. Something that shouldn’t exist but does.”

OBSERVANT, Lysander noted with interest. SHE SEES MORE THAN MOST.

The cloth was warm against his skin. Elena worked methodically, cleaning each scratch, each bruise. Her touch was clinical until she reached his throat. Then her fingers lingered on the handprint bruise.

“You fought them,” she said. Not a question.

Alistair nodded.

“Good.” The word was fierce. “Keep fighting.”

She set aside the cloth and water. For a moment, they just looked at each other. Five years of marriage. A son. A life built together. All of it balanced on this precipice.

Then Elena leaned in and kissed him.

It was soft at first. Familiar. The kind of kiss they’d shared a thousand times. But then something shifted. Became desperate. Hungry. As if she was trying to reach past the voices to find the man she’d married.

Alistair responded without thinking. His left hand found her hair. His body remembered this. Remembered her. The warmth. The taste. The particular way she sighed against his mouth.

MATE, Torvin growled with approval. BREED. CLAIM. MAKE MORE.

The voice shattered the moment. Alistair pulled back, breathing hard.

“I can’t,” he whispered. “They’re… they’re watching.”

Elena’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. But she nodded. Understanding even this horror. Even this violation of their intimacy.

“Then let them watch,” she said quietly. “Let them see that you’re still mine. Still ours. Still human enough to love.”

She kissed his forehead. Gentle. Chaste. But somehow more intimate than anything else. A claim. A promise. A defiance of whatever tried to take her husband away.

“Sleep,” she said. “I’ll watch over you.”

She lay down beside him. Not giving him space this time. Her body pressed against his side. Her hand found his left hand. Fingers interlacing. An anchor. A reminder.

You are not alone in the good way, her presence seemed to say. Not just with them. With me. With us.

He lay back on the bed. The pillow was soft. The mattress familiar. Everything about this room spoke of home. Of safety. Of the life he’d built with Elena over five years of marriage.

But none of it felt real anymore. It was all just… set dressing. A stage on which something else was about to unfold.

Elena did not extinguish the lamp this time. She left it burning low, pushing back the darkness. A small defiance. A tiny rebellion against the void that tried to claim him.

She lay down beside him. Close. Touching. Her warmth a constant reminder of the world above the crypt.

“I love you,” she whispered into the golden lamplight.

Alistair wanted to say it back. Wanted to tell her that she was his anchor. His reason for enduring this. For climbing those stairs and returning to the world instead of staying in that stone throat forever.

But the voices were listening. And he couldn’t bear to let them hear those words.

So instead, he squeezed her hand. Once. Twice. Three times. Their old signal from courtship. Before words. Before promises. When touch was all they had.

I love you too.

She squeezed back. Understanding. Always understanding.

Elena’s breathing gradually slowed but didn’t deepen into true sleep. She was dozing. Watching. Standing guard against the darkness. Alistair lay in the darkness and felt the voices prowling through his mind. Testing boundaries. Exploring their new home. SHE’LL LEAVE YOU, Lysander said conversationally. WHEN SHE SEES WHAT YOU’RE BECOMING. WHEN THE SCARS APPEAR. WHEN YOUR FACE CHANGES. SHE’LL TAKE THE BOY AND RUN. WANT HER. TAKE HER. CLAIM, Torvin snarled. NO, Alistair thought back. SHE’S MINE. YOU DON’T GET HER. WE’RE YOU NOW, Lysander replied. WHAT’S YOURS IS OURS. WHAT’S OURS IS OURS. SIMPLE MATHEMATICS. Alistair closed his eyes. Tried to find sleep. Tried to find some small corner of peace in his own mind. Sleep came eventually. Not peace. Never peace again. Just sleep. And with it, the dreams.



The memory hit like a blade to the gut. Not a dream. Not exactly. More like living someone else’s life. Being shoved into a body that wasn’t his own. Experiencing events that had happened thirty-five years ago as if they were happening now. Alistair stood in the practice yard behind Castle Vale. Except he wasn’t Alistair. He was younger. Stronger. His hands were his father’s hands. His body was his father’s body. He was Lysander. Twenty-eight years old. Six years after the Salt Communion. Six years into his reign. No. No no no. I don’t want this. I don’t want to be him. But wanting had nothing to do with it. Across the yard stood Ser Garrick of Blackwood. A knight. An emissary. A man who’d come to “discuss” the border dispute and had made the mistake of questioning Lysander’s judgment in front of the household guard. “Lord Vale,” Garrick was saying, his voice carrying that particular tone of barely-concealed contempt. “Perhaps if you were less concerned with your books and more concerned with protecting your lands…” Rage. Not Alistair’s rage. Lysander’s. It rose like a red tide. Hot. Immediate. Overwhelming. The kind of anger that bypassed thought and went straight to action. No. Don’t. This is wrong. This is… But Lysander’s hands were already moving. Drawing the practice sword. Not wood. Steel. Someone had left a real blade on the weapons rack. An oversight. A mistake. Or fate. “Draw,” Lysander heard himself say. Felt his father’s voice coming from his throat. “Draw your sword or I’ll cut you down where you stand.” Garrick’s face paled. “My lord, I meant no…” “DRAW.” The knight drew. Had no choice. Lysander was advancing. The sword was up. This was no longer a conversation. It was a duel. And one of them was about to die. They fought. Lysander was good. Better than Alistair had ever been. The body moved with trained precision. Muscle memory from decades of practice. The sword was an extension of his arm. Every movement economical. Brutal. Efficient. Garrick was skilled too. But he was fighting defensive. Trying to deflect. To disarm. To end this without bloodshed. Lysander had no such reservations. The knight’s guard dropped. Just for a moment. Just a heartbeat. Lysander’s blade found the opening. The sword entered below Garrick’s ribs. Slid between bone. Found something soft and vital. Lysander felt the resistance. Felt the moment the steel punctured something that couldn’t be punctured without ending a life. He twisted the blade. Garrick’s eyes went wide. His mouth opened. Blood came out instead of words. Lysander withdrew the sword. Garrick fell. The knight hit the packed earth of the practice yard and didn’t move. Blood spread beneath him. Dark. Almost black in the afternoon sun. Oh god. Oh god oh god oh god. But Lysander felt only satisfaction. Only cold certainty that this was just. Correct. The knight had questioned him. Had implied weakness. And weakness could not be tolerated. Not from vassals. Not from neighbors. Not from anyone. This was what it meant to rule. To have the stomach for necessary violence. DO YOU SEE? Lysander’s voice said. Not in the memory. In Alistair’s head. Watching the memory with him. Experiencing it from both sides. DO YOU SEE WHAT STRENGTH LOOKS LIKE? That’s not strength. That’s murder. IT’S SURVIVAL. IT’S WHAT KEPT VALE ALIVE WHILE OTHER HOUSES FELL. The memory shifted. Jumped forward. Time compressed. Garrick’s body being prepared for return to Blackwood. The outrage. The demands for justice. Lysander’s cold response: “He drew first. My guards witnessed it. If House Blackwood wants war, we’ll give them war.” And Blackwood backing down. Because they knew. Everyone knew. Vale was small, but Vale was vicious. And Lysander Vale had just proven he’d kill a guest in his own practice yard if the man showed disrespect. The other houses watched. Learned. Adjusted their behavior accordingly. This was the lesson. This was the “ancestral wisdom” the ritual was supposed to provide. FEAR, Lysander said. FEAR KEEPS THEM IN LINE. NOT LOVE. NOT RESPECT. FEAR. I won’t be like you. I won’t. YOU ALREADY ARE. The memory shifted again. To the aftermath. To Lysander alone in his chambers. Looking down at his hands. At the blood under his fingernails. At the way his fingers would not stop shaking. For just a moment, Alistair felt something underneath his father’s cold certainty. Something raw. Something that might have been doubt. Or horror. Or the last shred of the man Lysander had been before the Communion. Then it was gone. Smoothed over. Rationalized. The doubt buried so deep it might as well have never existed. And Lysander went to dinner. Ate with his wife and young son. Smiled. Played the role of father and husband and lord. As if he hadn’t killed a man that afternoon. As if it meant nothing at all.



Alistair woke gasping. The room was dark. Elena slept beside him, her breathing steady and slow. Peaceful. His right hand was on fire. The spiral scar pulsed hot and angry. He looked down and saw faint light emanating from the raised tissue. The same sickly glow from the crypt. The doorway was still open. Still feeding him memories that weren’t his. Experiences that rewrote him from the inside out. THAT’S JUST THE FIRST, Lysander said. I HAVE TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS OF LESSONS. AND TORVIN HAS MORE. AND ROWAAN… The ancient presence stirred. Hungry. Patient. ROWAAN HAS CENTURIES. Alistair pressed his branded palm against his chest. Felt his own heartbeat. Tried to anchor himself. To remember who he was. I’m Alistair. Son of Lysander. Father to Corwin. Husband to Elena. I’m me. I’m still me. FOR NOW, his father agreed. Dawn was hours away. The night stretched ahead like an eternity. And Alistair knew, with absolute certainty, that if he fell asleep again, there would be more memories. More lessons. More pieces of his father’s life carved into his consciousness. Can’t sleep. Can’t ever sleep again. YOU’LL HAVE TO EVENTUALLY, Lysander said. AND WHEN YOU DO, WE’LL BE WAITING.

Alistair lay on his back, staring at the ceiling beams. Dawn light crept through the shutters in thin grey lines. Elena breathed softly beside him, her hand resting on his chest. Trusting. Innocent of what now shared his skull. He couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t lie still while his mind raced. He slipped from the bed with practiced silence. Elena stirred, murmured something, but didn’t wake. Good. She needed sleep. One of them should rest. Alistair moved to the window. Opened the shutters a crack. The courtyard below was still dark, but he could hear the sounds of the castle waking. Kitchen fires being stoked. Guards changing watch. The machinery of ordinary life. While he stood here with dead men in his head. STANDING AT WINDOWS STARING WON’T FIX ANYTHING, Lysander observed. DWELLING IS WEAKNESS. HUNT. NEED HUNT. BLOOD. “Not helping,” Alistair whispered. THEN THINK. STRATEGIZE. YOU’RE SUPPOSEDLY A SCHOLAR. USE THAT BRAIN BEFORE IT GETS TOO CROWDED TO THINK STRAIGHT. The sarcasm aside, his father had a point. Alistair forced himself to focus. To think through the problem like a siege requiring solution. Problem: He was possessed. Sharing headspace with multiple deceased relatives who ranged from contemptuous to violent. Constraint: No one could know. If the household, the vassals, anyone discovered what the Salt Communion actually did… His mind shied away from those consequences. Brynmor would call for his removal. “Unfit to rule.” The other houses would circle like sharks. Vale would fall within a year. Therefore: He had to hide it. Perfectly. Completely. For however long this lasted. How long does this last? UNTIL YOU DIE, Lysander supplied helpfully. OR UNTIL YOU BREAK SO COMPLETELY THAT SOMEONE PUTS YOU DOWN LIKE A MAD DOG. WHICHEVER COMES FIRST. Alistair ignored him. Focused on the practical. What would people notice? What signs would give him away? The nightmares. Elena had already seen one. She’d ask questions. He needed answers ready. “Grief,” he thought. Tell her it’s grief. Father’s death still fresh. Nightmares are normal. Expected, even. GOOD. THAT’LL WORK FOR A FEW WEEKS. The exhaustion. He looked haggard already, could feel it in his bones. But exhaustion was also explainable. New lordship. Increased responsibility. Not sleeping well. The voices themselves. What if he answered them aloud? What if he lost track of which thoughts were his own and spoke something Lysander said instead of his own words? That was trickier. Stay silent when possible. Think before speaking. Always. No reflexive responses. Count to three before answering any question. SLOW, Lysander commented. BUT EFFECTIVE. His hand. The spiral scar. He’d have to keep it hidden. Gloves, maybe. Or claim an injury. Say he burned it on… what? Candle wax? No, too minor. Slipped in the crypt, caught himself on something sharp? Partial truth is strongest. Fell in the crypt. Injured my palm. It’s healing. Nothing to worry about. EXCELLENT. SEE? YOU’RE NOT AS USELESS AS I THOUGHT. The biggest problem was Corwin. Five years old. Perceptive in the way only children could be. He’d notice if his father acted strange. Notice and be frightened. And if Alistair frightened his own son… Can’t. Can’t ever let him see. Not the worst of it. SO YOU’LL HIDE FROM YOUR OWN CHILD? “If I have to,” Alistair breathed. He’d keep interactions brief. Positive. Only see Corwin when he was certain he had control. When the voices were quietest. Breakfast, maybe. Evening stories when he was too exhausted to fight them and they were too bored to cause trouble. Avoid being alone with him when tired. When the voices are loudest. That’s when mistakes happen. The thought of treating his son like a scheduled duty made something crack inside his chest. But what choice did he have? NONE. THAT’S THE ANSWER. YOU HAVE NO CHOICE. Elena was the harder problem. She was his wife. She shared his bed. She’d notice everything. The nightmares, the exhaustion, the carefully controlled responses. She’d push. Demand truth. Give her partial truths. The ritual was difficult. You’re adjusting. You need time. Ask her to be patient. SHE WON’T BE PATIENT FOREVER. “I know.” EVENTUALLY YOU’LL HAVE TO TELL HER SOMETHING CLOSER TO THE TRUTH. “I know!” Elena stirred. Alistair froze, but she only rolled over, still deep in sleep. He pressed his forehead against the cool glass. Outside, the grey dawn was brightening. The sun would rise. Another day would begin. He’d have to perform. Play lord. Play father. Play husband. All while being none of those things anymore. Not entirely. IT’S NOT IMPOSSIBLE, Lysander said, and for once the contempt was absent. Almost something like understanding in its place. TWENTY LORDS DID IT BEFORE YOU. SOME BETTER THAN OTHERS. BUT THEY ENDURED. “How?” ONE DAY AT A TIME. ONE LIE AT A TIME. ONE BREATH AT A TIME. The spiral scar on his palm pulsed warm. A reminder. A brand. A doorway he could never close. But he could plan. Could strategize. Could think his way through this like any other siege. Keep them safe. That’s the mission. Hide this. Protect them. Survive long enough to… Long enough to what? He didn’t know. There was no end to this. No cure. No relief. Only enduring. “Right,” he whispered to the empty room. “One day at a time.” THERE’S THE SPINE I KNEW YOU HAD, Lysander said with grim satisfaction. NOW GET DRESSED. YOUR SON WILL BE WAKING SOON. TIME TO PERFORM. Alistair turned from the window. First performance: breakfast with Corwin. Make him laugh. Be present. Be father. He could do that. He would do that. Even if it meant lying to everyone he loved for the rest of his life.

The grey dawn resolved into proper morning. Elena stirred. Opened her eyes. Found him already dressed, standing by the window. “You didn’t sleep,” she said. Not a question. “A little.” The lie came easily. Too easily. “Nightmares.” She sat up. Her hair was tangled from sleep. Her face soft with concern. “About the ritual?” “About Father.” Another partial truth. The best kind of lie. “Memories. Things he told me. It’s… it’s hard to explain.” Elena studied him. He could see her mind working. Cataloging. Comparing. “The journals mentioned dreams,” she said slowly. “Ancestral memories sometimes surface as dreams in the first few weeks. They said it was normal.” SHE’S GIVING YOU AN OUT, Lysander observed. TAKE IT. “That’s probably it,” Alistair said. “Just… adjusting.” “How’s your hand?” He looked down at his branded palm. The spiral scar still glowed faintly in the morning light. Still pulsed hot with each heartbeat. “Better,” he lied. “Healing.” Elena nodded. But her eyes said she didn’t believe him. Said she knew something was wrong. Said she’d wait. Watch. And when she had enough evidence, she’d demand the truth. And what would he tell her then? WHATEVER YOU HAVE TO, Lysander said. WHATEVER KEEPS HER FROM TAKING THE BOY AND LEAVING. Alistair flexed his branded hand. Felt the voices stir. Felt the weight of the lies he’d have to tell. The performances he’d have to give. One day at a time. One lie at a time. One breath at a time. “Come on,” Elena said, rising from the bed. “Corwin will be awake soon. He’ll want to see you.” Alistair’s chest tightened. His son. Five years old. Innocent. Trusting. The one person in the castle he absolutely could not afford to frighten. SHOWTIME, Lysander said. Alistair followed Elena to the door. His right hand throbbed. The voices whispered. The ancient presence watched. But his face was composed. His posture steady. The mask was in place. Lord Alistair Vale. Twentieth lord of his line. Ready to begin his reign. Ready to lie to everyone he loved.## Act V: The Morning After

Dawn came slowly. Grey light crept through the window like something ashamed of itself. Alistair watched it happen from the bed. He hadn’t moved since the nightmare. Hadn’t dared close his eyes again. COWARD, Lysander murmured. AFRAID OF SLEEP. Yes, Alistair thought back. Yes, I am. Beside him, Elena stirred. Her breathing changed. Shifted from the deep rhythms of sleep to something lighter. She was waking. He should pretend to be asleep. Should spare her the knowledge that he’d lain awake all night. But he couldn’t make himself move. Couldn’t make his body perform even that simple deception. Elena’s eyes opened. Turned toward him. Found him staring at the ceiling. “You didn’t sleep.” Not a question. “No.” She sat up slowly. Her hair was tangled from sleep. Her face still had that soft, vulnerable quality of early morning. In a moment it would harden. Sharpen. Become the face of Lady Elena Vale, who’d studied twenty generations of family history and prepared herself to manage a household and a husband who was slowly being changed by ancestral memories. But for this one moment, she was just his wife. Just Elena. The woman who’d laughed at his terrible poetry and fallen asleep with her head on his chest and made him believe, for five years, that he could be more than his father’s cold legacy. “The nightmares?” she asked. How did she know? Had the journals mentioned nightmares? Or was she simply that perceptive? “Yes.” Elena reached out. Stopped herself before touching his hand. Her fingers hovered in the air between them. Uncertain. She’d learned quickly. One touch last night and he’d recoiled. Now she was afraid to make contact. This is what we do, Alistair thought. We make the people who love us afraid to touch us. “Tell me about them,” Elena said. DON’T, Lysander warned. FEMALE KNOWS TOO MUCH, Torvin snarled. DANGEROUS. DANGEROUS. The ancient presence simply watched. Waiting to see what he would choose. “I can’t,” Alistair said. Elena’s face tightened. Not anger. Hurt. “The journals said the memories would be vivid. That they would feel real. But they also said…” She trailed off. Looked at his right hand. At the spiral scar that still glowed faintly in the grey dawn light. “They said a lot of things that don’t seem to be true.” “I’m sorry.” “Don’t apologize.” Her voice carried steel now. The softness was gone. “Just… talk to me. We’re supposed to be partners in this. That’s what Theron said. That’s why we studied together. So I could help you through…” “Through what?” Alistair heard the bitterness in his own voice. Couldn’t stop it. “Through decades of gradual change? Through becoming more like my father year by year until there’s nothing left of me?” He laughed. The sound was ugly. Wrong. “The journals lied, Elena. Or they described something different. Something that doesn’t exist anymore.” Elena was very still. Her mind was working. He could see it behind her eyes. Taking in information. Processing. Adjusting her understanding of the situation. “How fast?” she asked quietly. “What?” “How fast is it happening? The changes. The voices. Whatever you’re not telling me.” She gestured at his hand. “That scar should be healing. Should be fading. Instead it looks fresh. Angry. Like it was carved into your palm hours ago instead of…” She paused. “When did you perform the ritual? What time?” Alistair tried to remember. The descent had started… when? Before midnight? The consumption had taken… how long? Time had been broken down there. Meaningless. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Late. Early. I lost track.” “Let’s say midnight.” Elena’s voice had gone clinical. Analytical. This was the woman who’d spent five years learning to manage a household. To track supplies and seasons and the hundred small details that kept a castle running. “It’s dawn now. Perhaps six hours since you climbed back up. And the scar looks like this.” She pointed at his palm. At the angry red tissue. At the faint glow that shouldn’t exist in daylight. “The journals said it would be white by now. Healed. Just a mark.” CLEVER GIRL, Lysander said again. SHE’S FIGURING IT OUT. “Maybe my father healed faster,” Alistair tried. “Maybe the journals were written by different lords with different…” “No.” Elena cut him off. “Don’t. Don’t insult me by pretending this is normal.” She stood. Crossed to the window. Looked out at the grey dawn over the sea. “Something went wrong. Or something changed. Or the journals we read were…” She stopped. Turned back to face him. “Were they real? The journals Theron showed us?” The question hung in the air. Alistair had never considered it. Never thought to doubt that the carefully selected journals Theron had presented were genuine. Why would he? Theron was the keeper of House knowledge. The guardian of history. Theron, who’d wept as Alistair left for the ritual. Who’d said as well as I may instead of as well as I can. Who’d seemed to be fighting himself with every word. “I don’t know,” Alistair said. Elena’s jaw set. “Then we need to find out. The library. The locked cabinet. There must be other journals. Real ones. Ones that describe what’s actually happening to you.” NO, Lysander said sharply. THE LIBRARY IS DANGEROUS. TOO MUCH KNOWLEDGE. TOO MANY QUESTIONS. DON’T WANT HER DIGGING, Torvin agreed. DON’T WANT HER KNOWING. “Elena…” Alistair began. A knock at the door. They both froze. The sound was loud in the grey morning. Insistent. A small fist beating on oak. “Papa?” A child’s voice. Muffled but unmistakable. “Papa, are you awake?” Corwin. Alistair’s heart clenched. His son. Five years old. Innocent. Beautiful. Everything good in the world compressed into one small, bright soul. THE HEIR, Lysander said. THE NEXT VESSEL. BOY-CHILD, Torvin assessed. YOUNG. WEAK. EASY TO… NO, Alistair thought with such force that the voices actually recoiled. NOT HIM. NEVER HIM. Elena moved to the door. Opened it. Corwin stood in the corridor, his dark hair sleep-mussed, his feet bare on the cold stone. He wore a nightshirt that was too big for him. Probably one of Alistair’s old ones from childhood that Elena had altered. “Mama,” Corwin said, then his eyes found Alistair in the bed. His face lit up. “Papa! You’re back! Did you do the ritual? Did it hurt? Theron said it would hurt but that you’d be brave. Were you brave?” The questions came rapid-fire. The way children asked them. Without pause. Without space for answers. Just curious and excited and utterly unaware of the weight his words carried. “Come here,” Elena said gently. She caught Corwin before he could run to the bed. Before he could launch himself at Alistair the way he usually did. “Your father is very tired. He needs to rest.” “But I want to see the scar!” Corwin tried to peer around his mother. “Grandfather had a scar on his hand. A spiral. Theron showed me in a book. Papa has one now too, doesn’t he?” CURIOUS BOY, Lysander mused. INTELLIGENT. HE’LL MAKE A GOOD LORD. BETTER THAN HIS FATHER. WANT TO SEE THE BOY CLOSER, Torvin pressed. WANT TO LOOK AT HIM. Alistair felt the presences pushing. Testing. Trying to use his eyes to examine Corwin more thoroughly. To assess him. To… “Not now,” Alistair said. His voice came out harsher than he intended. Corwin flinched. “Alistair,” Elena’s tone was warning. He softened. Tried to. “I’m sorry, Corwin. I’m just… very tired. Later, alright? I’ll show you the scar later.” LIAR, Lysander said. YOU’LL AVOID HIM. YOU’LL HIDE. BECAUSE YOU’RE AFRAID OF WHAT WE MIGHT DO. Corwin’s face fell. The brightness dimmed. “Did I do something wrong?” “No.” Elena’s hand found the boy’s shoulder. “No, you did nothing wrong. Your father just needs to sleep. Come. Let’s go down to breakfast. You can tell me about what Maester Theron taught you yesterday.” She led Corwin away. But not before shooting Alistair a look that promised this conversation was not over. That there would be questions. Demands for truth. And she would not accept evasion. The door closed. Alistair was alone. Alone except for the voices. WELL HANDLED, Lysander said with heavy sarcasm. SNAP AT YOUR SON. MAKE HIM AFRAID OF YOU. THAT’S EXCELLENT PARENTING. BOY-CHILD FEARS US NOW, Torvin observed. GOOD. FEAR IS RESPECT. Alistair pressed his branded palm against his face. The heat of the scar seared his cheek. The pain was sharp. Clarifying. Real. The doorway opened. Not physically. But something inside him…some barrier he hadn’t known existed…gave way. The spiral scar made contact with his face, with skin and bone and the parts of him that were most essentially him, and the floodgates opened wide. They came through all at once. WEAK BOY JUST LIKE YOUR FATHER, Lysander roared, suddenly ten times louder. KILL KILL CLAIM THE BOY MAKE HIM STRONG, Torvin’s urges exploded. But underneath those two familiar voices came the others. Elrick’s scholarly observations, clinical and detached: FASCINATING. THE TACTILE CONTACT AMPLIFIES THE RESONANCE. SUBJECT APPEARS DISTRESSED. RECOMMEND IMMEDIATE… FIGHT THEM, Garrick’s ruthless snarl cut through. FIGHT OR DIE. NO MIDDLE GROUND. THE ISOLATION WORKED FOR ME, Celdric’s voice offered with false hope. FORTY-SEVEN YEARS I ENDURED. YOU JUST NEED DISCIPLINE. CONTROL. SYSTEM. I CAN TEACH YOU. I CAN… Strategically unsound, Draven assessed coldly. Boy’s exposed. Son is vulnerability. Wife is liability. Eliminate emotional connections. Rule alone. And underneath all of them, the chorus. Dozens of voices. Aldren, Kael, Theron the Silent, Roderic screaming about starvation, Harrick praying prayers that had no answer, Aldric (both of them) overlapping in their desperation, Marius, Brennan, Edric, Rendrick… All of them speaking at once. Arguing. Screaming. Some in languages so old Alistair couldn’t parse them. Battle cries from wars three centuries dead. Prayers in Old Valdrok. Curses. Warnings. Advice that contradicted itself seventeen different ways. The noise. It wasn’t sound. It was pressure. Twenty consciousnesses trying to force themselves through a doorway meant for three. All of them demanding attention. All of them certain they knew best. All of them screaming to be heard over each other. Alistair couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. His mind was too full. Too crowded. There was no room for his own thoughts. Just the cacophony. The overwhelming, drowning weight of twenty generations of Vale lords all trying to speak through one mouth. MINE, they howled in unison. OURS. VESSEL. CLAIM. TAKE. TEACH. RULE. FIGHT. SUBMIT. RESIST. EMBRACE. FEAR. STRENGTH. WEAK. STRONG. BROKEN. WHOLE… And underneath it all, patient and eternal and utterly satisfied: Rowaan’s presence. Not speaking. Not needing to speak. Just radiating one simple truth: You opened it yourself. Alistair ripped his hand away from his face. The voices receded. Not gone. Never gone. But pulled back. Muted. Reduced to the terrible baseline of Lysander, Torvin, and Rowaan’s patient watching. He gasped. Fell to his knees. His right palm left a smear of something…blood? sweat?…on his cheek where it had pressed. The spiral scar pulsed hot and angry. The doorway was still there. Still open. But narrower now. Manageable. Almost. Never touch it, he realized with crystalline clarity. Never touch the scar to anything important. Never give them that access. Never open the door wide. The lesson had been learned. The hard way.

A sharp knock at the door made him flinch.

“My lord?” A voice from the corridor. Male. Formal. Impatient.

Alistair recognized it immediately. Ser Brynmor. His cousin. The one who’d been watching the lordship like a hawk watches a dying rabbit.

PERFECT TIMING, Lysander observed with dark amusement. LET’S SEE YOU HANDLE THIS.

Alistair forced himself to stand. His legs shook. The room spun slightly. But he was vertical. That would have to be enough.

“Enter,” he called, surprised when his voice came out steady.

The door opened and Brynmor strode in without ceremony. He was dressed for court already. Midnight blue doublet with silver threading. The colors of House Vale’s cadet branch. Making a statement with every stitch.

“Cousin.” Brynmor’s bow was precisely calibrated. Exactly as deep as required. Not an inch more. “Forgive the early intrusion, but the household requires… confirmation.”

His eyes swept over Alistair. Taking in the disheveled appearance. The exhaustion. The way Alistair kept his right hand slightly behind his back.

“Confirmation of what?” Alistair asked, though he knew.

“That the Salt Communion was completed.” Brynmor’s tone was neutral, but his eyes were sharp. Calculating. “The vassals are growing restless. Lord Gareth of Grey River arrived an hour ago. Uninvited. He claims concern for Vale’s… stability.”

KILL HIM, Torvin suggested helpfully. THROAT. QUICK. CLEAN.

TOO OBVIOUS, Lysander countered. BUT THE BOY IS RIGHT ABOUT ONE THING. THIS ONE IS DANGEROUS.

“The ritual is complete,” Alistair said. He brought his right hand forward slowly. Let the morning light catch the spiral scar. The raised tissue was angry red, still weeping clear fluid in places. But unmistakably real. Unmistakably the mark of the Salt Communion.

Brynmor’s eyes fixed on it. Something flickered across his face. Disappointment? Or calculation?

“May I?” He stepped closer, hand extending toward Alistair’s branded palm.

“No.” The word came out harder than intended. Alistair softened it with a thin smile. “The wound is… fresh. Maester Hadrian advises against contact for several days.”

A lie. He hadn’t seen Hadrian. But Brynmor didn’t know that.

“Of course.” Brynmor’s hand dropped. But he didn’t step back. “The vassals will want to see you. To hear you speak. To know that Vale’s lord is… intact.”

The pause before ‘intact’ was deliberate. Testing. Probing for weakness.

“They’ll see me at the noon council,” Alistair said. “As is traditional.”

“Tradition.” Brynmor’s smile was cold. “Yes. Your father was quite fond of tradition. Right up until the end.” Another calculated pause. “Such a sudden illness. So unexpected in a man of his vigor.”

HE SUSPECTS, Lysander said sharply. HE THINKS I WAS MURDERED.

The accusation hung in the air unspoken. Brynmor was suggesting… what? That Lysander’s death hadn’t been natural? That someone had helped him along? The implication was deadly.

“My father’s death was examined by three maesters,” Alistair said carefully. “All confirmed the wasting sickness. Unless you have evidence to suggest otherwise?”

“Evidence? No.” Brynmor’s smile widened slightly. “Merely curiosity. The timing was so… convenient. Three weeks to prepare. Three weeks to study. Three weeks to ready yourself for what others might have centuries to anticipate.”

He was pushing. Testing boundaries. Seeing how far he could go with a lord fresh from the ritual. Weak. Exhausted. Vulnerable.

Alistair felt the ancestors stirring. Their attention focusing on Brynmor like predators noticing movement in the grass.

LET ME HANDLE THIS, Lysander said. YOU’RE FUMBLING. AS USUAL. I KNOW HOW TO DEAL WITH AMBITIOUS COUSINS.

No.

But the temptation was there. To let his father’s cruel certainty flow through him. To put Brynmor in his place with words sharp enough to draw blood.

“Cousin,” Alistair said instead, his voice taking on an edge of steel he hadn’t known he possessed. “Your concern is noted. Your curiosity is… understood. But I am Lord of Vale now. The Salt Communion is complete. The ancestors have spoken.” He let his branded palm catch the light again. “And if you have accusations to make, I suggest you make them formally. In front of the full council. Where they can be addressed with all the seriousness they deserve.”

The threat was subtle but clear. Formal accusations meant formal consequences. Trial by combat, if necessary. And Brynmor, for all his ambition, was no swordsman.

His cousin’s jaw tightened. “No accusations, my lord. Merely ensuring that Vale’s interests are protected.”

“They are. You may tell Lord Gareth that I’ll see him at noon. He can air his ‘concerns’ then.”

Brynmor bowed again. Precisely as deep as required. “My lord.”

He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “Your son was asking for you. Sweet boy. So trusting. So… vulnerable.” The words were casual. The threat was not. “I told him you’d see him soon.”

Then he was gone, leaving nothing but the echo of implied violence.

THAT ONE NEEDS TO DIE, Lysander said flatly.

AGREEMENT, Torvin growled.

For once, Alistair didn’t argue with them.

The grey dawn light grew stronger. Somewhere in the castle, servants were waking. The kitchen fires being stoked. The guards changing shifts. The ordinary machinery of daily life grinding forward. And Lord Alistair Vale, nineteenth lord of his line, knelt on the floor of his chambers and tried to remember how to breathe. Tried to remember who he was when his mind wasn’t crowded with the dead. YOU CAN’T STOP US, Lysander said matter-of-factly. WE’RE INSIDE YOU. PART OF YOU. SOON YOU WON’T BE ABLE TO TELL WHERE YOU END AND WE BEGIN. I’m still me, Alistair thought desperately. I’m still Alistair. I won’t hurt them. Won’t let you hurt them. But the words felt hollow. Uncertain. Like a prayer he no longer believed.# THE FIRST EMPYREAN ## CHAPTER 2: THE QUIET AFTER ### Act I: The New Morning The corridor outside his chambers was empty. Grey morning light filtered through narrow windows, cold and lifeless. The stone floor was worn smooth by three centuries of footsteps, and Alistair’s boots made almost no sound as he walked.

He didn’t know where he was going. Just away. Away from the bed that still smelled like fear-sweat and nightmares. Away from the chambers that had witnessed his breaking.

WHERE ARE YOU GOING? Lysander’s voice was clearer now. Sharper. Like someone speaking through water that was slowly draining away. RUNNING? ALREADY?

Not running, Alistair thought. Just… walking.

But his hands were shaking. Had been shaking since he’d woken. He pressed his left palm against the cold stone wall as he walked, letting the temperature seep into his skin. Grounding. Real. The rough texture under his fingers was something to focus on besides the constant burning in his right hand.

The spiral scar burned constant in his palm, his right hand hanging loose at his side. He’d tried wrapping it with cloth but the fabric had felt wrong. Suffocating. Like trying to seal a wound that needed to breathe.

You’re not a wound, he told the scar silently. You’re just… a mark. A symbol. Nothing more.

The scar pulsed harder. Almost like it was laughing.

He reached the stairwell and descended. His shoulder ached where he’d hit the wall during the fall. The bruise on his temple throbbed with each step. His entire body felt fragile, like he’d been beaten and left to recover without quite enough time for healing.

But he was Lord of Vale. And lords did not limp. Did not show weakness. Did not let their household see them shaking.

So he straightened his spine. Forced his stride to even out. Made his face blank.

The Great Hall was mostly empty this early. A few servants moved near the hearth, stoking the fire back to life. The long tables were bare except for dust motes dancing in the grey light. Everything looked exactly as it always had.

Except him.

Alistair crossed to the high windows and looked out at the sea. Grey water under grey sky. Whitecaps far out where the wind was up. The same view he’d seen every morning of his life.

But now when he looked at it, something inside him hungered.

Not for food. Not even for water. Just… the sea itself. The cold depths. The salt and the pressure and the darkness. A pull he’d never felt before. Like something was calling to him from beneath the waves.

DEEPER… that ancient presence whispered. Not Lysander. Not Torvin. Something older. Something patient. ALWAYS… DEEPER…

Alistair jerked back from the window. Pressed his left hand to his chest, feeling his heart hammering. The spiral scar burned hot enough that he could feel it through his tunic.

“My lord?”

He spun. One of the servants, a young woman named Merra, stood near the hearth with an armload of wood. Her eyes were wide. Frightened.

How long had she been watching him stare at the sea?

“The fire,” Alistair said, and his voice came out rough. Unused. “Is it lit?”

“Yes, my lord. For the past hour. I…” She hesitated. “Are you well, my lord?”

“Fine.” The word was too sharp. He tried again. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

She didn’t look convinced. But she curtseyed and retreated to the kitchens, glancing back twice.

She’s afraid of you, some part of him observed coldly. Already.

GOOD, Lysander said. FEAR IS USEFUL. FEAR IS WHAT KEEPS THEM IN LINE.

No, Alistair thought desperately. No, that’s not… I don’t want them afraid. I want…

What did he want? He’d had such clear ideas two days ago. Gentle rule. Fair judgment. Building trade instead of war. Fostering connection with neighboring houses. Being the kind of lord his father had never been.

Now those ideas felt distant. Naive. Like toys a child puts away when reality demands harder truths.

FINALLY, Lysander said with satisfaction. YOU’RE LEARNING.

Footsteps on the stairs. Light ones. Quick.

Corwin burst into the Great Hall like a small whirlwind, his dark hair still mussed from sleep. He wore his night clothes and one sock. The other foot was bare against the cold stone.

“Papa!” He ran straight for Alistair, arms outstretched.

And Alistair’s first instinct was to step back.

The thought hit him like ice water. Step back. From his son. From the boy he loved more than breathing. From the innocent child who trusted him completely.

HE’S VULNERABLE, Torvin observed matter-of-factly. SMALL. WEAK. COULD SNAP LIKE A TWIG.

Alistair’s vision swam. For a moment he saw his son differently. Not as Corwin. Just as… small. Breakable. Soft flesh and fragile bones and a throat that would..

NO.

He dropped to one knee and caught Corwin in his arms. The boy crashed into him with all the momentum of five-year-old enthusiasm, and the impact hurt Alistair’s bruised shoulder but he didn’t care. He held his son tight, buried his face in that sleep-warm hair, and tried to remember how to breathe.

“Easy, little storm,” he murmured. “I’m here.”

Corwin pulled back, his face serious in that way children get when they’re trying to understand adult things. “Mama said you had a hard night. That you needed rest.” His small hand came up, fingers brushing the bruise on Alistair’s temple. “Did you fall?”

“Yes.” The truth was easier than lying. “I fell. But I’m fine now.”

LIAR, all three voices said at once.

Corwin’s eyes were so trusting. So certain his father was telling the truth. And Alistair felt something crack deeper in his chest.

I will not hurt you, he promised silently. No matter what they say. No matter what they try to make me do. I will NEVER hurt you.

The spiral scar pulsed mockery against his palm.

“Are you hungry?” Corwin asked. “Cook made honey cakes. They’re still warm. I saved you one.”

The simple kindness of it nearly broke him. “That’s… thank you. That’s very kind.”

“Come on!” Corwin grabbed his left hand, tugging. “Before they get cold!”

And Alistair let himself be pulled toward the kitchens by his five-year-old son. Let himself focus on that small hand in his. Let himself pretend, for just a moment, that everything was normal.

That he was still just a man who loved his family.

That he wasn’t becoming something else.

The kitchen was warm, bright, noisy with morning preparations. Cook was rolling dough at the great table, her arms dusted white with flour. Two scullery maids were arguing quietly over a pot. The baker was pulling bread from the ovens, filling the air with that perfect yeast-and-heat smell.

It was so normal. So ordinary. So completely unchanged from yesterday or the day before or any day in Alistair’s entire life.

And it made him want to weep.

Corwin dragged him to a small side table where someone had left a plate with two honey cakes. The boy climbed onto the bench and patted the wood beside him. “Sit! You’re too tall standing up.”

Alistair sat. Took the honey cake his son offered with sticky fingers. Bit into it.

The sweetness hit his tongue and his stomach immediately rebelled.

He’d eaten his father’s salt-preserved heart less than twelve hours ago. His body remembered. His mouth remembered the leather-dry texture, the mineral brine, the wrongness of it. And now honey and wheat and butter all tasted like ash and sacrilege.

But Corwin was watching with those huge eyes. Waiting to see if Papa liked it.

So Alistair chewed. Swallowed. Smiled. “Delicious,” he lied. “Thank you.”

Corwin beamed and bit into his own cake, getting honey on his nose.

Alistair forced himself to take another bite. Then another. His stomach cramped but he kept eating. Kept smiling. Kept pretending.

PATHETIC, Lysander sneered. CAN’T EVEN EAT A CHILD’S TREAT WITHOUT STRUGGLING.

I’m eating it, Alistair thought back. I’m functioning. I’m…

LYING.

The kitchen door opened and Elena entered. She was dressed for the day already, her dark hair braided back, but her eyes were shadowed with lack of sleep. When she saw Alistair at the table with Corwin, something crossed her face. Relief, maybe. Or maybe fear that he was doing too well at pretending.

“There you are,” she said softly. She crossed to them, laid a hand on Corwin’s shoulder. “You were supposed to let Papa rest, remember?”

“He was awake!” Corwin protested. “And we’re having breakfast. Together. Like a family.”

Like a family. Three words that hurt more than they should.

Elena’s eyes met Alistair’s over their son’s head. And in that gaze he saw everything she wasn’t saying. Are you all right? What happened last night? How bad is it?

He couldn’t answer any of those questions. Not honestly. Not here.

So he just nodded slightly. I’m managing.

She didn’t believe him. He could see it in the set of her mouth. But she smiled for Corwin. “Then I’ll have breakfast with you too.” She sat across from them, and when Cook brought over bread and jam, she ate without pretending it tasted like anything but fear.

They sat there in the warm kitchen, the three of them. A lord, a lady, and their son. Eating breakfast like a normal family on a normal morning.

And Alistair memorized every detail. The way Corwin swung his feet under the bench. The sound of Elena’s quiet breathing. The warmth from the ovens. The smell of baking bread.

Because some part of him already knew.

This was what he was losing.

This exact thing.

This moment of ordinary morning peace.

And no matter how hard he fought, no matter how desperately he resisted, he was going to lose all of it.

The spiral scar pulsed hot against his palm.

YES, the voices agreed. YOU ARE.

Before Alistair could respond, the kitchen door banged open. A guard entered, breathing hard. One of the younger ones—Marcus, barely eighteen.

“My lord,” Marcus said, bowing hastily. “Forgive the intrusion, but there’s a… situation.”

Elena’s hand found Alistair’s under the table. A warning squeeze.

“What situation?” Alistair kept his voice level.

“Lord Gareth of Grey River’s herald is in the Great Hall. He’s… demanding immediate audience. Says he won’t leave until he sees proof the Salt Communion was completed.”

PRESUMPTUOUS, Lysander snarled. GARETH GROWS BOLD.

Wants to see weakness, Torvin observed. Wants to TEST us.

Corwin looked between his parents, confused. “What’s a herald?”

“Someone who speaks for another lord,” Elena said gently. “Like a messenger.”

“Is he nice?”

The innocence of the question made Alistair’s chest ache.

“I’ll come immediately,” Alistair told Marcus. Then to Elena: “Take Corwin back to our chambers.”

“I want to see the herald!” Corwin protested.

“Not today, little storm.” Alistair stood, his body protesting every movement. “This is grown-up business.”

The phrase their father used to use. Corwin’s face fell, but he nodded.

Alistair followed Marcus from the kitchen, each step careful. His bruised body ached. The spiral scar pulsed. But he couldn’t show weakness. Not to Gareth’s herald. Not now.

The Great Hall felt colder than it had an hour ago. Or perhaps that was just the presence waiting there.

Ser Aldwin stood near the hearth, warming his hands with deliberate casualness. Gareth’s herald for fifteen years. A man who’d turned information gathering into an art form. His travel-stained cloak suggested he’d ridden hard from Grey River—a day’s journey made in half the time.

“Ser Aldwin.” Alistair didn’t bow. Lords didn’t bow to heralds.

“Lord Vale.” Aldwin’s bow was precisely calibrated—exactly as deep as required, not an inch more. “Lord Gareth sends his regards and his… concerns.”

“Concerns?”

“The Salt Communion, my lord. Traditionally, the ritual is announced immediately upon completion. The vassals informed. The succession confirmed.” Aldwin’s eyes were sharp, cataloging every detail of Alistair’s appearance. “It’s been two days.”

HE’S LOOKING FOR WEAKNESS, Lysander warned. STUDYING YOU. REPORTING BACK.

“The ritual is complete,” Alistair said simply.

“Of course.” Aldwin’s tone suggested otherwise. “But you understand, my lord, that Lord Gareth requires… verification. The stability of the region depends on Vale’s strength. If the succession is in question…”

“It isn’t.”

“Then you won’t mind showing the mark.”

The demand hung in the air. Technically, Aldwin had no right to demand anything. But refusing would signal weakness. Fear. Something to hide.

Alistair raised his right hand slowly. Let the grey morning light catch the spiral scar. The angry red tissue seemed to pulse in the dim hall.

Aldwin stepped closer. His eyes fixed on the mark with an intensity that made Alistair’s skin crawl.

“Interesting,” the herald murmured. “The scarring is… more pronounced than your father’s was.”

HE SAW FATHER’S MARK, Lysander noted sharply. HE’S COMPARING. ANALYZING.

“Every lord bears it differently,” Alistair said.

“Indeed.” Aldwin’s gaze lifted to Alistair’s face. “Your features are already changing. The jaw, particularly. Very much your father’s line.”

It was subtle, but Alistair heard the probe. The suggestion that the transformation was happening faster than normal. That something was different. Wrong.

“Lord Gareth will be reassured,” Aldwin continued. “Though he does wonder about the council meeting. Whether Vale intends to maintain its… traditional positions.”

“Which positions?”

“Oh, various matters. Border patrols. Trade routes.” A pause. “The mutual defense pact your father negotiated. Lord Gareth assumes it still stands?”

There it was. The real reason for the dawn ride. Gareth wanted to know if Alistair would honor his father’s agreements. If the new lord could be pushed. Tested. Exploited.

TELL HIM YES, Lysander commanded. THE PACTS STAND. WEAKNESS INVITES ATTACK.

NO, Torvin disagreed. TELL HIM WE RENEGOTIATE. FROM STRENGTH.

The ancestors argued in his skull, their voices overlapping. But underneath their conflict, Alistair felt something else. His own instinct. His own understanding.

“Tell Lord Gareth,” he said carefully, “that Vale honors its obligations. But every agreement can be improved. I look forward to discussing enhancements to our mutual benefit.”

Aldwin’s eyes narrowed slightly. It wasn’t the answer he’d expected. Neither complete continuity nor complete change. Something more complex. More dangerous.

“I’ll convey your message,” the herald said. “Lord Gareth will be… interested.”

“I’m sure he will.”

They stood there for a moment, measuring each other. The herald searching for weakness. The new lord refusing to provide it.

Finally, Aldwin bowed again. “By your leave, my lord.”

“Ser Aldwin.” Alistair didn’t move. “One thing.”

The herald paused.

“The next time Lord Gareth has concerns, he’s welcome to voice them himself. In person. At the proper time.” Alistair let steel enter his voice. “Dawn raids by heralds might be Grey River’s custom, but they’re not Vale’s.”

The threat was subtle but clear. Respect the protocols or face consequences.

Aldwin’s jaw tightened. “I’ll inform Lord Gareth of your… preferences.”

“Do that.”

The herald left, his boots echoing on stone. The great door closed with a sound like judgment.

WELL PLAYED, Lysander admitted grudgingly. NOT WEAK, NOT HOSTILE. BALANCED.

Lucky guess, Torvin grumbled.

But Alistair knew it wasn’t luck. It was instinct. His own instinct, not theirs. He could still think. Still maneuver. Still be Lord of Vale in truth, not just name.

For now. ### Act II: The Harbor



Corwin finished his honey cake and immediately wanted to tell a story about a dream he’d had. Something about a dragon and a ship and Maester Theron turning into a fish. His five-year-old logic made perfect sense to him but none to Alistair, and yet Alistair found himself smiling. Actually smiling. At his son’s enthusiasm and creativity and complete lack of self-consciousness.

WASTE OF TIME, Lysander muttered. YOU SHOULD BE PLANNING. STRATEGIZING. PREPARING FOR THE COUNCIL MEETING.

He’s five, Alistair thought back. Let him be five.

HE’S THE HEIR. HE NEEDS TO LEARN.

He needs to be a child first.

SENTIMENT. WEAKNESS. THIS IS WHY YOU’LL FAIL.

But Alistair ignored the voice and focused on Corwin’s story. The boy was making up words now, inventing sounds for what the fish-Maester said underwater, and Elena was laughing quietly into her tea.

It was such a small thing. Such an ordinary moment. But Alistair clung to it like a drowning man clings to driftwood.

Then Corwin looked at him seriously. “Papa, your hand is shaking.”

Alistair looked down. His right hand, resting on the table, was indeed trembling. The spiral scar was visible in the pale morning light, red and angry against his palm.

He pulled his hand back. Hid it in his lap. “Just tired, little storm.”

“Does it hurt?” Corwin leaned closer, trying to see. “The mark?”

Elena’s face went very still.

“A little,” Alistair admitted. “But it’s nothing to worry about.”

LIAR, Lysander said again. IT’S EVERYTHING TO WORRY ABOUT.

Corwin reached out one small hand, almost touching the scar before Elena caught his wrist gently. “Let’s not bother Papa’s hand,” she said quietly. “It needs to heal.”

It will never heal, Alistair thought. It’s a doorway, not a wound.

But he said nothing. Just pulled his hand further away and tried to smile reassuringly at his son.

The kitchen door opened again and one of the household guards appeared. Young Ser Pate, barely twenty, looking uncomfortable in his mail. “My lord,” he said with a bow. “Maester Theron requests an audience. He’s waiting in your study.”

Of course he was. Theron would want to examine him. Document the changes. Begin his clinical observations of the possession.

Alistair’s stomach turned again. The honey cake sat in his gut like a stone.

“Tell him I’ll be there shortly,” he said.

Ser Pate bowed and left. The kitchen felt colder suddenly despite the ovens.

Elena was watching him. “Do you want me to come with you?”

SAY NO, Lysander commanded. THIS IS NOT HER CONCERN.

But Alistair wanted to say yes. Wanted her there. Wanted her witness and her strength and her refusal to look away from hard truths.

“No,” he said anyway. Because he couldn’t let her see what Theron was going to say. Couldn’t let her hear the clinical dissection of what was happening to him. Not yet. “I’ll be fine.”

Another lie.

He was getting better at those.

He stood, ruffled Corwin’s hair, and avoided Elena’s eyes as he left the kitchen. The warmth bled away as soon as he stepped back into the corridors. The cold stone. The dim light. The weight of three hundred years pressing down.

His right hand had stopped shaking. Now it just burned.

TIME TO FACE THE TRUTH, Lysander said.

And for once, Alistair agreed with him.



Alistair didn’t go to his study.

He stood in the corridor outside the Great Hall and realized he couldn’t face Theron yet. Couldn’t sit in that small room and listen to clinical explanations of his own dismantling. Not immediately. Not while the taste of honey cake still sat wrong in his mouth and Corwin’s trusting face was fresh in his mind.

He needed… what? Air. Space. Something real and normal and outside these stone walls that suddenly felt like a tomb.

The whaling ships.

The thought came unbidden but once it arrived, it settled with the weight of purpose. He should check on the ships. They were nearly ready—just four days from launch, final touches being added. Master Wyck would have the latest report. It was practical. Lordly. The kind of thing he was supposed to be doing.

And it would delay the meeting with Theron by at least an hour.

COWARD, Lysander said flatly.

Pragmatist, Alistair corrected. I’m checking on the most important investment Vale has made in a generation.

YOU’RE RUNNING.

Maybe. But he was the lord, and he could run where he goddamn pleased.

He found Captain Borin in the armory, inspecting spear points with the methodical attention of a man who’d been doing this for thirty years. The captain looked up when Alistair entered, and something flickered across his weathered face. Recognition, maybe. Or concern.

“My lord.” Borin straightened. “You’re up early.”

“I’m going to the harbor,” Alistair said. “To check on the ships.”

Borin’s eyes tracked to Alistair’s right hand, where the spiral scar was still visible despite his attempt to keep it casually at his side. The captain’s expression didn’t change but Alistair saw the assessment happening. The calculation.

This man had watched Lysander transform over twenty-eight years. He knew what the scar meant.

“Of course, my lord. I’ll ready an escort.”

“No.” The word came out too sharp. Alistair tried again. “No escort. Just me.”

“My lord, the road to the harbor…”

“Is three miles through my own lands. I’ll be fine.”

YOU WON’T BE FINE, Lysander said. YOU’RE BARELY HOLDING YOURSELF TOGETHER.

But Borin bowed his head. “As you command, my lord.”

Alistair left before the captain could argue further. Down the stairs to the ground level, through the side passage to the stables. His mare, Mist, whickered when she saw him. At least the horse didn’t know anything was wrong.

He saddled her himself, fumbling the straps with hands that still wanted to shake. The right palm burned where the leather rubbed against the spiral scar, but he forced himself through the motions. Normal. Ordinary. Just a lord riding out to check on his holdings.

PLAYING PRETEND, Lysander sneered.

Functioning, Alistair thought back. It’s called functioning.

He led Mist out into the overcast morning. The wind off the sea was cold and sharp, carrying salt spray and the promise of rain. The sky was low and heavy, the kind of grey that looked like it would never lift.

He mounted and turned the mare toward the coast road.



The ride should have been peaceful.

It should have been normal, ordinary, the kind of thing he’d done a hundred times before. Just a lord and his horse and the sound of hoofbeats on packed earth.

But nothing was normal anymore.

Alistair could feel the sea to his left. Not just hear it. Not just smell it. Feel it. Like some part of him was constantly aware of the water, the cold depths, the pressure and darkness far below the surface. It pulled at something inside his chest. An ache. A hunger.

DEEPER, that ancient voice whispered. ALWAYS DEEPER.

He gripped the reins tighter and tried to focus on the road. On the bleak morning. On anything except the wrongness inside him.

The voices had been quiet in the kitchen. Manageable. But out here, with wind and sea and open sky, they were louder. More insistent. Like the stone walls of Castle Vale had been containing them somehow, and now they had room to expand.

I NEVER COULD STOMACH THE SEA AFTER THE RITUAL, Lysander said conversationally. MADE ME REMEMBER WHAT I’D BECOME. WHAT I’D EATEN.

Shut up.

I’M JUST MAKING CONVERSATION. WE’RE GOING TO BE TOGETHER A LONG TIME, BOY. MIGHT AS WELL GET COMFORTABLE.

We’re not together. You’re… you’re an echo. A memory. You’re not really…

NOT REALLY WHAT? REAL? ALIVE? Lysander laughed, and the sound was harsh inside Alistair’s skull. I’M AS REAL AS YOU ARE. MORE REAL, MAYBE. I’VE HAD LONGER TO PRACTICE EXISTING.

Mist stumbled slightly and Alistair realized he’d pulled the reins too tight. He forced his hands to relax. Forced himself to breathe. Just three miles to the harbor. Three miles there, check on the ships, three miles back. He could manage that.

CAN YOU? Torvin asked, and there was something genuinely curious in the question. CAN YOU REALLY?

The road curved closer to the cliffs. On his left, the sea crashed against rocks sixty feet below. Spray shot up in white plumes. The sound was constant, rhythmic, like breathing.

Like something massive and alive.

Alistair found himself leaning toward it. Wanting to see over the edge. Wanting to…

He jerked upright. Pulled Mist away from the cliff edge. His heart was hammering.

CURIOUS, Rowaan observed. Not a question. Just a statement of fact. YOU FELT IT.

Felt what?

But the ancient presence didn’t answer. Just settled deeper, patient and eternal and utterly inhuman.

Alistair kicked Mist into a faster trot. Away from the cliffs. Toward the harbor where people and ships and ordinary human concerns would drown out the voices.

Where maybe, for a few minutes, he could pretend to be just a lord checking on his investments.



The harbor wasn’t much. A natural cove carved into the rocky coastline, protected by two jutting promontories that broke the worst of the waves. A wooden pier extended into the deeper water. Stone breakwaters built by his grandfather. And the slips where four ships were taking shape.

Four massive skeletons of wood and iron, ribs curving up like the corpses of great beasts. Scaffolding surrounded them. The sound of hammers and saws echoed across the water. Men moved like ants over the frames, fitting planks, sealing seams, building something that didn’t exist yet but would.

If everything worked.

If the design held.

If Alistair’s gamble paid off.

The salt air hit him as he dismounted, sharp and clean after the oppressive weight of the castle. The smell was different here—tar and sawdust and the perpetual brine of the sea.

WASTE OF TIME, Lysander said immediately. WASTE OF RESOURCES. YOU SHOULD BE IN THE CASTLE. MANAGING. GOVERNING.

I am governing, Alistair thought back. This is Vale’s future.

THESE TOYS ARE VALE’S FUTURE? FOUR WOODEN COFFINS THAT WILL SINK THE FIRST TIME THEY MEET A REAL STORM?

Master Wyck was on the pier, examining rolled parchment weighted down with chunks of iron. The old harbor master looked up when he heard hoofbeats on the worn stone, and his weathered face split into a gap-toothed grin.

“Lord Vale!” He straightened, wiping his hands on a cloth that looked like it had been grey once but was now the color of old pitch. “I wasn’t expecting you today.”

HE LOOKS SURPRISED, Lysander observed. WONDERING WHY YOU’RE HERE SO EARLY. WHETHER SOMETHING’S WRONG.

Nothing’s wrong, Alistair told himself. Then, louder, to Wyck: “I wanted to see the progress. How are they coming?”

“Better than I dared hope, my lord.” Wyck gestured toward the ships with obvious pride. “The Val-an’s nearly ready for launch. Four, maybe five days at most. Greyback’s right behind her. Saltborne and Sal-mor will need another week or so, but the work’s solid. Real solid.”

Four days. Maybe five. Alistair tried to imagine what he’d be in four days. Whether the voices would be worse. Whether he’d still be able to pretend to function. Whether he’d even remember why these ships mattered.

YOU WON’T, Lysander said matter-of-factly. IN FIVE DAYS YOU’LL BE LUCKY IF YOU CAN REMEMBER YOUR OWN NAME.

Alistair tied Mist to the post, giving his hands something to do. The rope was rough hemp, salt-stiff and familiar. He’d tied this knot a thousand times. The muscle memory was comforting. Real.

“Where’s Wulfstan?” he asked.

“On the Val-an, probably. Man practically sleeps on that deck.” Wyck’s grin widened. “He’s convinced she’s going to be the fastest thing on water since… well, since ever. Won’t shut up about it.”

“He’s right to be excited,” Alistair said, and surprised himself with how much he meant it. “These ships are going to change everything.”

“Aye, my lord. They will.” Wyck’s expression shifted, something more serious settling behind his eyes. “If you don’t mind me saying… you look tired. Are you well?”

There it was again. The question everyone wanted to ask but only the brave ones spoke aloud.

“I’m fine,” Alistair lied. “Just adjusting to the new responsibilities.”

Wyck nodded, but his eyes said he didn’t believe it any more than Merra had. Any more than Elena did.

Alistair walked down the pier toward the Val-an. The flagship. His design. His vision. The ship that would prove Vale could compete with the southern traders, could challenge the established powers, could be more than just another coastal holding clinging to tradition.

If he lived long enough to see it sail.

The Val-an loomed over him as he approached. Her hull was nearly complete, the wood freshly caulked and sealed. The smell of tar was thick here, mixing with the salt. Ropes and tackle hung from the rigging points. The deck was cluttered with tools and materials.

The masts rose like bare trees. Three of them, arranged in his modified configuration. Foremast, mainmast, mizzenmast. All rigged for lateen sails.

“My lord!”

Wulfstan emerged from below deck, wiping his hands on his leather apron. The shipwright was a bear of a man, broad-shouldered and thick-armed, with a beard that had more grey than black and eyes that burned with craftsman’s passion.

“Lord Vale,” Wulfstan said, his voice carrying that rough warmth of someone who worked with his hands. “Come to see your beauty, aye?”

“I came to see if you’re drinking my ale budget instead of spending it on pitch,” Alistair said, and was rewarded with Wulfstan’s booming laugh.

“Only the pitch that comes in barrels marked ‘ale,’ my lord.” The shipwright gestured around the deck with proprietary pride. “Come. Let me show you what we’ve done.”

They walked the deck, Wulfstan explaining the rigging configuration, the boom system for deploying the smaller whalers, the cutting stage at the stern for processing catches. His voice was steady, confident, the voice of a man who knew his craft completely.

And Alistair found himself relaxing. Just slightly. Just enough to remember what it felt like to be excited about something. To believe in a future beyond voices and scars and slow dissolution.

“The lateen rig,” Wulfstan was saying, “that’s the heart of it. Three masts, all triangular sails. We can tack closer to the wind than any square-rigger. Forty degrees off the wind, maybe thirty-five if the crew knows what they’re doing.”

“Speed?” Alistair asked.

“Twelve knots in ideal conditions. Maybe fifteen in a real blow.” Wulfstan’s eyes gleamed. “Twice the speed of standard cargo vessels. Fast enough to outrun most threats. Fast enough to chase down anything that swims.”

Alistair felt something uncoil in his chest. Pride. Pure, uncomplicated pride.

This was his. His design. His vision. His legacy.

FOR NOW, Lysander said quietly.

The deck tilted.

No. Not the deck.

The world tilted.

Alistair’s vision swam. Wulfstan’s face stretched, warped, became something else. The masts overhead bent like reeds. The sky pulsed grey-black-grey, breathing.

He grabbed for the railing and missed. Stumbled forward. His right hand slapped against raw timber and the spiral scar screamed.

Heat flooded through his palm. Up his arm. Into his chest. Behind his eyes.

And suddenly he wasn’t on the deck anymore.

He was underwater.

Cold. Dark. Pressure crushing down from all sides. Salt burning his throat. Lungs screaming for air. Drowning. He was drowning. Down in the black depths where the light never reached, where massive shapes moved in the darkness, where something ancient and patient waited.

DEEPER, Rowaan whispered. ALWAYS DEEPER.

“My lord!”

Hands grabbed him. Pulled him back. Air flooded his lungs and he gasped, choking, reality snapping back into place like a whip crack.

He was on the deck. On his knees. Wulfstan had him by the shoulders, holding him steady. Wyck was there too, face pale, hands hovering uncertainly.

“Easy, my lord,” Wulfstan said, his voice careful, the way you’d speak to a spooked horse. “Easy now. You’re all right. You’re safe.”

Alistair’s vision cleared slowly. The deck was solid beneath him. The sky was grey but normal. The masts were straight.

He hadn’t been underwater.

He’d been… somewhere else. Somewhere the voices could show him things that weren’t real.

YET, Rowaan added.

“I’m fine,” Alistair managed. His voice came out rough, strained. “Just… dizzy. Stood up too fast.”

Neither man looked convinced.

“Your hand, my lord.” Wulfstan was staring at Alistair’s right palm. The spiral scar was livid red, pulsing visibly, radiating heat.

Alistair pulled his hand back. Shoved it in his pocket. “It’s nothing. The ritual mark. It… bothers me sometimes.”

“Your father had the same,” Wyck said quietly. “Near the end. He couldn’t come down to the harbor anymore. Said the sea made it worse.”

Near the end. Twenty-eight years. His father had managed twenty-eight years before the sea became unbearable.

Alistair had managed two days.

He pushed himself to his feet. Wulfstan kept a hand on his elbow, steadying him, and Alistair was grateful for it even as he hated needing it.

“I should go,” he said. “I’ve kept you from your work long enough.”

“My lord, perhaps you should rest here a moment…” Wulfstan began.

“I’m fine.” The words came out harder than intended. “The ships are beautiful. You’ve done exceptional work. Four days, you said?”

“Aye.” Wulfstan exchanged a glance with Wyck. “Four days for Val-an.”

“I’ll be here for the launch,” Alistair said. “I want to see it.”

NO YOU WON’T, Lysander said.

But Alistair ignored him. He made himself walk steadily down the gangway, made himself untie Mist with hands that barely shook, made himself mount without fumbling.

Normal. Functional. Just a lord who’d gotten dizzy for a moment.

Not a man losing his mind to the voices of the dead.

“Four days,” Wyck called after him. “Don’t miss it, my lord!”

Alistair raised a hand in acknowledgment and turned Mist toward the road.



The ride back was worse.

The dizziness lingered. The world had a strange quality to it, like he was seeing it through water. Colors were too bright, then too dim. Sounds echoed wrong. The road seemed to shift beneath Mist’s hooves.

And the voices wouldn’t stop.

WEAK, Torvin said. CAN’T EVEN TOUR A SHIP WITHOUT COLLAPSING.

THE SEA REMEMBERS, Rowaan added. IT KNOWS WHAT YOU ARE NOW. WHAT YOU’RE BECOMING.

YOU EMBARRASSED YOURSELF, Lysander observed. IN FRONT OF YOUR MEN. THEY SAW YOU BREAK.

I didn’t break, Alistair thought desperately. I just… I got dizzy. It happens.

IT WILL HAPPEN MORE, all three said together.

Alistair focused on the rhythm of hoofbeats. On breathing. On staying in the saddle. Just three miles. Just a little farther.

He thought of Elena. Of that night six months ago when she’d suggested the lateen rig configuration, drawing diagrams by candlelight while he listened, amazed at the mind hiding behind his wife’s careful courtly mask. She’d been the one to point out that southern traders used triangular sails. She’d been the one to suggest adapting the design for Vale’s ships.

His vision. Her refinement. Their partnership.

If I lose myself, he thought, she’ll remember I built something good. Something that mattered.

The thought was small comfort. But it was something.

Castle Vale appeared through the ashen mist. Dark stone. Narrow windows. Home.

Prison.

The place where Theron was waiting to explain exactly how the possession would progress. How the voices would get louder. How the visions would become more frequent. How Alistair Vale would slowly cease to exist, replaced by something that wore his face and spoke with twenty voices.

He dismounted in the courtyard. A stable boy took Mist, eyes wide, saying nothing.

Another person afraid.

GOOD, Lysander said.

Alistair climbed the steps. Through the side entrance. Up toward his study.

Time to stop running.

Time to hear the truth. ### Act III: The Teaching

Theron was waiting in Alistair’s study, standing by the window with his hands clasped behind his back. The old man looked older than he had yesterday. As if something had aged him overnight.

Or maybe Alistair was just seeing him differently now.

“My lord,” Theron said quietly. “Thank you for coming.”

“You requested an audience.” Alistair closed the door behind him. The study felt smaller than it should. The shelves of books, the heavy desk, the single window overlooking the courtyard. His father had stood here for twenty-eight years. Had sat at this desk. Had looked out this window.

Had heard the same voices.

“How was the harbor?” Theron asked. Not moving from the window. As if he needed the distance.

“Nearly ready. Five days.” Alistair stayed by the door. “Master Wyck seems confident.”

“Your father would have called it folly.” A small smile. “But then, your father saw risk everywhere toward the end.”

I SAW REALITY, Lysander corrected coldly.

Alistair’s right hand was burning. The spiral scar pulsed hot and insistent. He pressed it against his thigh, trying to ground the sensation. Trying to ignore it.

Theron saw it anyway. His eyes tracked to where Alistair’s hand pressed against his leg, and something crossed his face. Recognition, maybe. Or remembrance.

“It burns,” Theron said. Not a question.

“Always,” Alistair said.

“It will. For a time.” Theron finally moved from the window, crossing to the desk. There was a leather-bound journal there, old and worn. Not notes. Not fresh observations. Something older. “Your father’s mark burned for the first year. Then it became… familiar. Part of him. Like an old wound that aches before rain.”

LIAR, Lysander said. IT NEVER STOPPED BURNING. I JUST LEARNED TO IGNORE IT.

Theron opened the journal. His own handwriting filled the pages, but not recent. Years old. Decades, maybe. “I taught your father after his ritual. Just as the Maester before me taught your grandfather. Just as it has been done for three hundred years.” He looked up. “You know what I’m going to tell you.”

“That it’s not wisdom.” Alistair’s voice was flat. “That the ritual is possession, not inheritance.”

“Yes.” Simple. No hedging. No careful phrases. “The Salt Communion binds your ancestors’ consciousnesses to yours. They are not memories. They are not guidance. They are them. As real and present as you are. And they want what they’ve always wanted.”

“Control.”

“To live again.” Theron closed the journal. “Rowaan created this. The First Lord. He made a pact with something old and dark, something that lives in the cold depths. The ritual preserves consciousness beyond death. Every lord who performs it inherits all who came before.”

Alistair moved to the desk. Sat finally, because his legs felt suddenly uncertain. “How many?”

“Twenty generations before you. Dozens of voices. But three will be loudest.” Theron’s eyes were steady. Honest. “Your father. Your grandfather. And Rowaan himself. The others are… chorus. Background. But those three will war for dominance.”

WAR IMPLIES UNCERTAINTY, Lysander said. THERE IS NO UNCERTAINTY. ONLY INEVITABLE VICTORY.

“What happens to me?” Alistair asked quietly.

Theron was silent for a long moment. Then: “That depends on you. Some lords learn to… coexist. To share the space. To use the ancestors’ knowledge and strength while maintaining themselves.” He paused. “Your father managed it. For twenty-eight years he ruled with them inside him. Not peacefully. Not easily. But he endured.”

“And the ones who don’t endure?”



Before Theron could answer, the memory hit.

No warning. No transition. One moment Alistair was in the study, the next he was drowning in someone else’s past.

Torvin’s memory. Forty years ago. The Battle of Bitter Ford.

Alistair was suddenly there. In Torvin’s body. Younger. Stronger. Standing knee-deep in river water that ran red with blood.

The Blackwood forces were trying to cross. Hundreds of them. Spears and swords and desperately shouting men. The ford was narrow. Maybe thirty feet of shallow water between steep banks. A bottleneck.

And Torvin held it.

His sword was already notched from a dozen impacts. His shield was cracked. An arrow shaft protruded from his left shoulder, but Torvin had broken it off short and kept fighting.

Bodies floated past in the current. Some Vale men. Mostly Blackwood.

Another wave of enemies. Three men with spears, trying to coordinate. Torvin waded forward to meet them. Water dragged at his legs. His wound screamed. But his body moved with practiced efficiency.

Duck the first spear thrust. Let it pass over his shoulder. Drive his sword up under the man’s jaw. The blade punched through soft palate into brain. The spearman dropped.

Second attacker, coming from the left. Torvin spun, using the dying man as a shield. The spear caught the corpse. Torvin shoved forward, knocked the second attacker off balance. The river bottom was slick with mud and blood. The man fell. Torvin’s boot found his throat. Pressed down. Held him under until the bubbles stopped.

Third man, smarter. Hanging back. Waiting for an opening.

Torvin laughed. Actually laughed. Blood in his mouth from where he’d bitten his tongue. Arrow wound burning. Bodies pressing against his legs in the current.

This was living. This was truth. Everything else was just waiting between battles.

He charged the third man. Took the spear thrust in his already-ruined shield. The wood shattered completely. The spearpoint drove through, caught his left forearm. Opened a gash from wrist to elbow.

Torvin dropped the useless shield and grabbed the spear shaft with his wounded left arm. Pulled the attacker close. Too close for spears. Too close for swords.

Just close enough for teeth.

Torvin bit into the man’s throat. Tore. Tasted copper and salt. The man screamed. Tried to pull away. Torvin held on with his teeth while his sword hand came up. Drove the blade into the man’s kidney. Twisted.

The Blackwood soldier dropped. The river carried him away.

More were coming. Always more. The ford was thick with bodies now. The water barely flowing. Dammed with the dead.

Torvin stood there, blood running from a dozen wounds, and roared his defiance. Not words. Just sound. Just fury.

The Blackwood forces hesitated. Seeing him there. One man. Wounded. Outnumbered fifty to one. Still standing. Still killing.

“COME ON!” Torvin screamed. “COME DIE! ALL OF YOU! COME FEED THE RIVER!”

They came. Wave after wave. And Torvin held. For six hours. Until reinforcements arrived. Until the ford was more corpse than water.

Thirty-seven men died by his hand that day. He remembered each one. The way they moved. The sounds they made. The specific weight of their lives ending.

That was the day they started calling him the Blood-Drunk Lord.

That was the day Torvin understood what he was made for.

Not ruling. Not politics. Not family.

Just this. Just violence. Just the pure, simple truth of blade through flesh.



The memory released Alistair. He came back to himself gasping, on his knees in Theron’s study. His left forearm burned where Torvin’s wound had been. His mouth tasted of copper.

“My lord!” Theron was beside him, hands on his shoulders. “Alistair! Can you hear me?”

“I was there,” Alistair gasped. “Bitter Ford. I was… God, I killed them all. The river was… the bodies…”

“That wasn’t you.” Theron’s voice was firm. “That was Torvin. His memory. His actions. Not yours.”

MINE, Torvin corrected with satisfaction. AND GLORIOUS. THE BOY NEEDED TO SEE REAL WAR. NOT HIS FATHER’S COLD CALCULATIONS. REAL BLOOD WORK.

Alistair’s stomach heaved. He turned, vomited into Theron’s waste bin. His body rejecting the memory. The taste. The feeling of teeth in flesh.

“Thirty-seven men,” he whispered. “He killed thirty-seven men. And he loved it.”

“I know.” Theron helped him to a chair. “I know what Torvin was.”

“What if I become that?” The fear that had been building since the ritual. “What if his joy in violence becomes mine?”

“Then you fight it,” Theron said simply. “Every day. Every moment. You remember that the joy isn’t yours. The pleasure in killing isn’t yours. It’s an echo. A ghost. Nothing more.”

GHOST? Torvin laughed. I’M MORE ALIVE THAN I’VE BEEN IN YEARS. AND THE BOY HAS THE BODY FOR WAR. YOUNG. STRONG. I COULD DO SUCH BEAUTIFUL WORK WITH THESE HANDS.

The old man stood. Crossed to the bookshelves where other journals sat, spine after spine of leather-bound records. He pulled one down. Old. The leather cracked and stained with age.

“Lord Kael. Third generation. He fought them completely. Refused to listen, refused to accept. Threw himself from the tower after eighteen months.” Another journal. “Lord Roderic. Fifth generation. He tried to starve them out. Thought if he weakened his body enough, they would leave. They didn’t. They laughed while he died.”

Each journal was a life. Each was a lesson in failure.

“But others…” Theron pulled down a thicker volume. The leather was better preserved. Careful. “Lord Celdric. Eleventh generation. He ruled for forty-seven years. Longer than any before or since. He found ways to… manage them. Techniques. Preparations. Rituals that gave him space to breathe.”

“Can I learn those techniques?”

“Perhaps.” Theron set the journal on the desk. “His writings are in the locked cabinet in the library. But you should know… his son tried to replicate them. Aldric the Desperate. He died in twenty-two months, fighting what his father had learned to accommodate.”

BECAUSE HE WAS WEAK, Lysander said. CELDRIC WAS STRONG. HIS SON WAS NOT.

Alistair stared at the journals. Fifteen generations. Fifteen different ways to fail. Fifteen variations on the same slow horror.

“I need to examine the mark,” Theron said carefully. “Your father allowed me to document the progression. If you’ll permit it, I’d like to do the same for you.”

Alistair’s right hand clenched involuntarily. “Why?”

“Because every case is different. Every lord manifests differently. What I learn from you might help…” Theron paused. “Your son. When his time comes.”

Corwin. Five years old. Playing with wooden ships. Making up words for what fish say.

His son.

Who would one day eat Alistair’s heart and hear his voice screaming in the dark.

“All right,” Alistair said. He pulled his right hand from his pocket, laid it palm-up on the desk.

The spiral scar pulsed red against his skin. Angry. Hot. The pattern was intricate, flowing, like something organic rather than carved. It seemed to move in the candlelight, writhing.

Theron leaned closer. Pulled a pair of spectacles from his robe. “May I?”

“Touch it?” Alistair’s voice came out strained.

“I need to measure the heat, the texture. Document any changes from yesterday.”

NO, Lysander said suddenly. DON’T LET HIM.

DANGEROUS, Torvin agreed.

HE’LL HURT US, a chorus of smaller voices whispered.

But Alistair nodded. “Go ahead.”

Theron reached out, two fingers extended, moving slowly toward the scar.

The moment his skin made contact, everything went wrong.

The heat in Alistair’s palm exploded. Not pain… something worse. Something that felt like his hand was being torn open from the inside. Like the scar was a door being kicked down.

And something came through.

Alistair’s arm moved. Not his choice. Not his decision. His hand snapped forward, grabbed Theron’s wrist, squeezed.

The old man gasped. Tried to pull back. Couldn’t.

LET GO, Alistair screamed internally. LET HIM GO.

But his hand wouldn’t listen. His fingers were iron. His grip was crushing bone. He could feel it… feel Theron’s radius and ulna bending under the pressure, feel the delicate bones of the wrist grinding together.

HE SHOULDN’T HAVE TOUCHED, Lysander snarled.

PRESUMPTUOUS, Torvin added. NEEDS TO LEARN RESPECT.

Alistair tried to release. Tried to open his fingers. They tightened instead.

Theron’s face went white. Sweat broke out on his forehead. “My lord,” he managed through gritted teeth. “Alistair. You need to…”

“I can’t!” The words ripped out of Alistair’s throat. “I’m not… this isn’t…”

His other hand came up. This one still his. Still under control. He grabbed his own right wrist, tried to pry his fingers open. It was like fighting stone. Like his own hand was carved from iron and operating on someone else’s will.

The study door was ten feet away. If Theron screamed, guards would come. They’d see this. See their lord attacking the Maester. See him broken and dangerous and wrong.

GOOD, Lysander said. LET THEM SEE. LET THEM UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU’VE BECOME.

“No,” Alistair gasped. He pulled at his own fingers. Felt one start to give, just slightly. “No, I won’t… you can’t…”

Theron’s knees were buckling. The old man’s face was slate now. Pain radiated from his trapped wrist. But his eyes… his eyes were steady. Watching. Even now, even like this, the Maester was observing.

“The scar,” Theron managed. “Touch… the center… with your… other hand…”

It went against every instinct. Don’t touch it. Never touch it. Elena had said so. Even Lysander had warned him.

But his father’s voice was in control of his right hand. And Theron was about to pass out.

Alistair pressed his left thumb against the spiral’s center.

Heat flooded up his arm. The world tilted. For a moment he was somewhere else… underwater again, drowning, the dark pressure crushing down. Then he was on a battlefield, sword in hand, blood on his face. Then he was in bed, body ancient and failing, each breath agony.

Then he was back.

His right hand released.

Theron stumbled back, clutching his wrist. The Maester’s breath came in sharp gasps. Dark bruises were already forming where Alistair’s fingers had been.

“God,” Alistair whispered. His right hand was shaking violently now. The spiral scar pulsed so hot he could see it glowing faintly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t… that wasn’t…”

“I know.” Theron’s voice was strained but steady. “It wasn’t you. Not entirely.”

“I could have killed you.”

“Yes.” The old man moved to a chair, sat heavily. Still cradling his wrist. “But you didn’t. You stopped it. That matters.”

NO IT DOESN’T, Lysander said. NEXT TIME YOU WON’T STOP. NEXT TIME THEY’LL SEE WHAT YOU REALLY ARE.

Alistair’s legs gave out. He sank into the other chair, hands pressed to his face. His right palm still burned. The heat was fading but the memory of it… of being trapped in his own body, watching his hand crush an old man’s bones… that wasn’t fading.

That was permanent.

“This is what it’s going to be,” he said. Not a question. Just recognition. “Losing control. Hurting people. Not knowing if I’m me or them.”

Theron was silent for a moment. Then: “Your father broke my nose. Three months after his ritual.”

Alistair looked up.

The Maester touched the bridge of his nose, which Alistair had never noticed was slightly crooked. “I was examining his hand. Just like this. And Lysander… the voice, not the man… decided I was a threat. Your father’s fist moved before he could stop it.” A sad smile. “He wept afterward. Actually wept. Begged forgiveness. Said he’d abdicate rather than risk hurting anyone else.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That he was still Lysander. That the voice had moved his hand, but he was the one who stopped after one blow. That he was the one who wept. That he was the one who cared.” Theron’s eyes were kind. Infinitely tired, but kind. “The voices can move your body, my lord. But they can’t make you stop caring. That’s still yours.”

Alistair wanted to believe that. Wanted to cling to it like Corwin had clung to him this morning… with complete trust, complete faith.

But he’d just felt his own hand crushing bone and been helpless to stop it.

“Your father ruled for twenty-eight years,” Theron said quietly. “He made hard choices. Cruel choices, some would say. But I watched him, Alistair. Every time he raised his hand in anger, I saw him fighting. Every harsh word, every cold decision… underneath it all, I saw Lysander. Your father. Still there. Still fighting.”

“Did it help?” Alistair’s voice was raw. “Knowing he was still in there, while the voices made him into something else?”

“It helped me understand that the curse doesn’t erase you. It buries you. And you can choose to keep digging your way out, every single day, or you can let yourself be buried completely.” Theron stood, still favoring his injured wrist. “Your father chose to keep digging. For twenty-eight years. Until the day he died.”

AND LOOK WHERE IT GOT HIM, Lysander said bitterly. DEAD IN A TOWER WITH HIS SON EATING HIS HEART.

But beneath the bitterness, Alistair heard something else. Something that might have been pride.

His father had endured. For twenty-eight years. Through forty-three scars and a slowly warping body and voices that never stopped screaming. He’d endured.

Maybe Alistair could too.

“I’ll need ice for your wrist,” he said.

“I’ll manage.” Theron moved back to the desk, picked up his journal with his left hand. “But I think we’ll forego further physical examinations. Your cooperation is noted for the record.”

The dry humor startled a laugh out of Alistair. Brief. Slightly hysterical. But real.

“I should go,” Alistair said suddenly. The walls felt too close. The air too thick. His right hand was burning worse now, as if the violence had fed it somehow.

“My lord…”

“I need to walk. To move. To…” To get away from here before they make me hurt you again.

Theron nodded slowly. “The physical documentation can wait. But Alistair… be careful. After an episode like this, they’ll be… agitated.”



Alistair left before Theron could say more. The corridor outside the Maester’s chambers was empty, pewter light filtering through narrow windows. He made it perhaps twenty feet before his legs betrayed him.

The spasm hit like lightning. His right knee buckled mid-step, sending him crashing into the stone wall. His shoulder took the impact, and pain bloomed fresh across already-bruised flesh.

WEAK VESSEL, Lysander observed.

But this wasn’t observation. This was action. Alistair’s left leg kicked out, sweeping his own feet. He hit the floor hard, chin cracking against stone. Blood filled his mouth.

Stop. STOP.

His body rolled. Not his choice. His back arched, hands clawing at nothing. Like a seizure, but worse. Because he could feel them pulling his strings. Three puppeteers fighting over one marionette.

NEED TO MOVE, Torvin snarled. NEED TO HUNT. FIGHT. KILL.

Alistair’s fist drove into the wall. Once. Twice. His knuckles split. Blood painted stone. But Torvin kept swinging, using Alistair’s arm like a club.

UNDISCIPLINED, Lysander criticized. NO TECHNIQUE. JUST RAGE.

His other hand grabbed his own throat. Lysander’s control. The fingers squeezed with precise pressure, finding the carotid arteries. Cutting off blood flow with medical precision.

Two different ancestors. Fighting over my body.

The realization hit through the chaos. They weren’t coordinated. They were competing. Each trying to assert dominance through his flesh.

Alistair used their conflict. When Torvin pulled right, he threw his weight left. When Lysander pushed forward, he dragged himself back. Using their opposition against them.

His body thrashed against the corridor floor. Stone scraped skin. His elbow cracked against the wall. But he was disrupting their control. Making it harder for either to establish dominance.

STOP FIGHTING US, Lysander commanded.

Never.

A door opened down the corridor. A servant girl, carrying linens. She took one look at Lord Vale convulsing on the floor and screamed.

The scream cut through everything. Through the ancestors’ focus. Through Alistair’s resistance. For one heartbeat, all three consciousnesses turned toward the sound.

And in that moment of distraction, Alistair seized control.

He rolled onto his stomach. Pushed up on trembling arms. His body wanted to chase the girl. Torvin’s instinct. Wanted to silence her scream. Lysander’s pragmatism.

Instead, Alistair pressed his forehead to the cold stone floor.

“Go,” he gasped at the girl. “Get away. Now.”

She fled. Footsteps echoing. Leaving him alone in the corridor.

SHOULD HAVE SILENCED HER, Lysander said. NOW THE WHOLE CASTLE WILL KNOW.

Good, Alistair thought viciously. Let them know. Let them see what their lord has become.

He pushed himself to sitting. Leaned back against the wall. Every part of him hurt. Self-inflicted wounds from the ancestors’ battle for control. His throat bore fingerprints. His knuckles were ruined. Blood dripped from his chin where it had struck stone.

But he was in control. For now.

The spiral scar pulsed mockingly. As if to say: This is just the beginning.

Alistair used the wall to stand. His legs shook but held. Down the corridor, he could hear voices. The servant girl, probably telling others what she’d seen. Soon guards would come. Or Elena. Or worse, Corwin.

He needed to move. To get somewhere private before the next episode.

Each step was negotiation. Each movement a small battle. His body wanted to run. To fight. To find someone to hurt. The ancestors pushed and pulled, testing his defenses.

But Alistair kept walking. Slow. Deliberate. One foot in front of the other.

By the time he reached an empty chamber, his shirt was soaked with sweat. He stumbled inside, closed the door, threw the bolt.

Safe. For now.

He collapsed against the door, sliding down until he sat on the floor. His right hand was a knot of agony. The spiral scar felt like it was eating through his palm.

THIS IS WHAT RESISTANCE LOOKS LIKE, Lysander said coldly. EXHAUSTION. INJURY. ISOLATION. IS IT WORTH IT?

Yes, Alistair thought immediately. If it keeps you from using me to hurt them, it’s worth everything.

NOBLE, Torvin mocked. STUPID, BUT NOBLE.

And from the depths, Rowaan’s presence stirred. Not speaking. Just… amused. Like a cat watching a mouse exhaust itself against the trap.



“Now,” Theron said, turning pages with careful movements. “Let me show you what’s coming. The physical changes. The progression of scars. What to expect in the days ahead.”

The next hour was clinical horror.

Theron showed him sketches. A human body, progressively marked with scars. First one. Then five. Then dozens. Each scar a doorway. Each touch a memory. Each memory a piece of someone else living in his flesh.

“These will appear,” Theron said quietly. “Marks of ancestral wounds. Each one is a doorway. A memory. Touch them and you’ll live their experiences. Feel their pain. Know their thoughts.” His finger traced the sketches. “Your father had forty-three by the end. Your grandfather sixty-seven.”

“And my face?” Alistair touched his own cheek. Still his. Still Alistair. “My father’s features…”

“Will overlay yours. Yes. The body remakes itself. Not quickly. Not violently. But gradually, over time, you’ll see your ancestors looking back from mirrors. Your bones will ache as they shift. Your skin will feel wrong. You’ll grow taller, broader. Stronger in ways that feel…” Theron struggled for the word. “Wrong.”

NOT WRONG, Rowaan corrected calmly. CORRECT. WHAT YOU ALWAYS SHOULD HAVE BEEN.

“How long?” Alistair asked. “Until I’m… not me anymore?”

“That’s the wrong question.” Theron met his eyes. “You’ll always be you. That’s the horror of it. The ancestors don’t erase you. They share you. You’ll know it’s your hand moving but you won’t be sure who chose to move it. You’ll hear yourself speaking and wonder whose words are coming out. You’ll make decisions and have to ask whether they were yours or theirs.”

The words hit harder than any timeline could have.

“Your father,” Theron continued quietly, “ruled for twenty-eight years. He was harsh. Cold. Made decisions that seemed cruel. But I watched him, my lord. I saw the battles he fought every day. And I think… I think the man who died in that tower was still Lysander. Worn down. Hollowed out. But still him underneath it all.”

DAMN RIGHT I WAS, Lysander said with grim satisfaction.

“So I can fight them.”

“You can endure them.” Theron’s correction was gentle. “Fighting implies winning. No one wins this, my lord. You can only… persist. Maintain yourself while they rage. Learn which battles to fight and which to concede. Find spaces where you can still be Alistair while twenty generations of Vale lords argue in your head.”

It sounded exhausting. Impossible.

It sounded like every day for the rest of his life.

“The whaling ships,” Alistair said suddenly. “I need to see them launch. Five days from now. I need to be…” He gestured helplessly. “Present. Myself. Just for that.”

Theron nodded slowly. “I can prepare something. A draught that might quiet the voices for a few hours. It won’t silence them. Nothing can. But it might…” He considered. “Give you more room in your own head. Briefly.”

“What’s in it?”

“Valerian root. Poppy milk. Other things.” Theron’s voice took on a lecturer’s tone. “The same preparations I made for your father when he needed clarity. They help. For a time. But they have a cost.”

“What cost?”

“When they wear off, the voices come back louder. Angrier. Like a dam breaking.” Theron’s eyes were serious. “Your father used them sparingly. Only for the most important moments. Because the price of silence is screaming.”

TRUE, Lysander confirmed. BUT SOMETIMES THE SCREAMING IS WORTH IT.

Alistair nodded. “Prepare it. For the launch. I’ll take the cost.”

They sat in silence for a moment. The journal between them. Three hundred years of this curse, this possession, this slow grinding horror.

“Is there a way to end it?” Alistair asked finally. “Not endure it. End it?”

Theron’s face went very still. “There are… rumors. Among Maesters. Whispers passed down. Of a counter-ritual. Something that might break the pact Rowaan made.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. The rumors say it’s in Celdric’s writings. Or at the original site where Rowaan made his bargain. A sea cave, eighteen miles south along the coast.” Theron leaned forward. “But my lord, if such a thing existed… if it truly worked… don’t you think someone would have used it by now?”

BECAUSE IT DOESN’T EXIST, Lysander said. OR BECAUSE IT’S WORSE THAN THE CURSE ITSELF.

Maybe. But maybe not.

Alistair stood. His body ached. The bruise on his temple throbbed. His right palm burned. And inside his head, three voices were already arguing about what he’d just learned.

“Thank you,” he said. “For the truth.”

“I wish I could have told you sooner.” Theron’s voice was heavy. “I wish I could tell you how to win. But all I can offer is documentation of how others have endured.”

“Then that will have to be enough.”

Alistair moved toward the door, then stopped. Turned back.

“The voices,” he said. “Do they ever stop? Even for a moment?”

Theron’s face was infinitely sad.

“No, my lord. They don’t.” ### Act IV: The Trap

Alistair sat alone in his study for a long time after Theron left. The afternoon light was iron through the window. Cold. The kind of light that made everything look washed out and lifeless. He could hear the castle moving around him. Footsteps in the corridors. Voices from the courtyard. The distant clang of metal from the smithy. Normal sounds. Ordinary life. And inside his head, three voices were screaming at each other. YOU SHOULD HAVE ASKED HIM ABOUT THE LEVERAGE POINTS, Lysander was saying. THE MOMENTS WHEN WE’RE WEAKEST. THERON KNOWS MORE THAN HE’S SAYING. THERON IS A COWARD, Torvin replied. ALWAYS HAS BEEN. HIS FATHER WAS THE SAME. SPENT HIS LIFE DOCUMENTING INSTEAD OF ACTING. DOCUMENTATION IS ACTION, Rowaan said calmly. KNOWLEDGE PRESERVED IS KNOWLEDGE GAINED. WORTHLESS PHILOSOPHY FROM A DEAD MAN. I’M NOT DEAD. NEITHER ARE YOU. THAT’S THE POINT. WE’RE TRAPPED IN THIS WEAKLING’S BODY. WE MIGHT AS WELL BE DEAD. THEN LET’S REMAKE THE BODY. MAKE IT STRONGER. MAKE IT WORTHY. FINALLY SOMETHING WE AGREE ON. Alistair pressed his hands against his temples. The pressure was building again. That constant sense of his skull being too small, his mind too crowded. Three centuries of ancestors trying to occupy the same space as his thoughts. And they were getting louder. In the kitchen with Corwin, they’d been manageable. Uncomfortable but manageable. At the harbor, they’d been insistent but still distinctly separate from his own voice. Now, after Theron’s teaching, after learning the truth… Now they were present in a way that made his hands shake. BECAUSE YOU UNDERSTAND NOW, Lysander said. UNDERSTANDING GIVES US POWER. ACKNOWLEDGMENT GIVES US SPACE. That doesn’t make sense. DOESN’T IT? YOU KNOW WE’RE REAL. YOU KNOW WE’RE NOT LEAVING. YOU’VE ACCEPTED THE TRUTH. AND NOW WE DON’T HAVE TO WASTE ENERGY CONVINCING YOU WE EXIST. Alistair stood. Paced to the window. Outside, the courtyard was empty except for a stable boy leading a horse. The leaden sky pressed down heavy and oppressive. His right palm was burning. It had been burning all day. Ever since he’d woken. A constant pulse of heat and pressure that never quite peaked and never quite faded. Just there. Always there. A reminder of the ritual. A reminder of what he’d done. The spiral scar was angry and red against his palm. The pattern intricate, almost beautiful. Like something carved rather than grown. And the voices wanted him to touch it. JUST PRESS YOUR OTHER HAND AGAINST IT, Lysander said reasonably. THE PRESSURE WILL EASE. I PROMISE. You’re lying. AM I? HOW WOULD YOU KNOW? YOU’VE NEVER TRIED. IT HELPS, Torvin added. TRUST ME. YOUR GRANDFATHER DID IT ALL THE TIME. THE BURNING STOPS. THE VOICES QUIET. EVERYTHING GETS… EASIER. Theron said never to touch it. Elena warned me. THERON DOESN’T UNDERSTAND, Rowaan said patiently. HE’S NEVER EXPERIENCED THIS. HE DOESN’T KNOW WHAT THE PRESSURE FEELS LIKE. BUT WE DO. WE’VE ALL BEEN WHERE YOU ARE. AND WE’RE TELLING YOU, TOUCHING THE SCAR HELPS. Alistair gripped the windowsill with his left hand. His right hand he kept carefully at his side, fingers curled into a fist to avoid any accidental contact. But the burning was getting worse. And the pressure in his head was unbearable. YOU’RE GOING TO BREAK ANYWAY, Lysander said matter-of-factly. MIGHT AS WELL MAKE IT EASIER ON YOURSELF. TOUCH THE SCAR. LET US IN PROPERLY. STOP FIGHTING. THE FIGHTING IS WHAT HURTS, Torvin agreed. IF YOU JUST RELAX, IF YOU JUST OPEN THE DOOR, IT WON’T HURT ANYMORE. LIKE SLIPPING INTO WARM WATER, Rowaan said. LIKE COMING HOME. TOUCH THE SCAR AND LET US HELP YOU. Help me become you, you mean. IS THAT SO BAD? Lysander asked. I RULED FOR TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS. I KEPT VALE SAFE. I RAISED YOU. I DID EVERYTHING A LORD SHOULD DO. I WON BATTLES, Torvin added. I EXPANDED THE TERRITORY. I MADE VALE FEARED. I BUILT THE FOUNDATIONS, Rowaan finished. EVERYTHING YOU HAVE, EVERYTHING VALE IS, CAME FROM ME. WE’RE NOT YOUR ENEMIES. WE’RE YOUR LEGACY. The logic was seductive. The pressure was unbearable. And the burning in his palm was spreading up his arm, into his shoulder, making his entire right side feel like it was on fire. Alistair looked down at his hand. The spiral scar pulsed with his heartbeat. Or maybe his heartbeat was pulsing with the scar. He couldn’t tell anymore. What if they were right? What if touching it really would help? What if the relief Theron warned against was real and necessary and the only way to survive this? EXACTLY, Lysander said, sensing weakness. THERON MEANS WELL BUT HE DOESN’T UNDERSTAND. ONLY WE UNDERSTAND. ONLY WE KNOW WHAT YOU NEED. Alistair’s left hand moved. Not far. Just unclenching from the windowsill. Hanging at his side. Ready. GOOD, all three voices said together. VERY GOOD. What happens if I touch it? RELIEF, Lysander said. CLARITY. SPACE TO BREATHE. THE BURNING STOPS, Torvin added. YOU’LL UNDERSTAND EVERYTHING, Rowaan promised. Alistair raised his left hand. Slowly. His right palm was turned upward, the spiral scar visible and angry and calling. So close. Just a few inches. Just press his left palm against his right and… The pain in his head spiked. White-hot. Blinding. His left hand slapped against his right palm before he could stop it. The world exploded.



He was in the tower. His father’s tower. But not now. Not today. Twenty-three days ago. Alistair watched through eyes that weren’t his own as his fatherâ€”no, as HE, as Lysanderâ€”paced the small chamber. The voices were so loud. So goddamn loud. Twenty generations screaming for dominance, for control, for one more moment of life through borrowed flesh. LET ME LEAD THE NEGOTIATIONS, Torvin was shouting. YOU’RE TOO SOFT. YOU’LL GIVE AWAY TOO MUCH. LET ME SLEEP, someone else begged. JUST ONE HOUR. ONE HOUR OF SILENCE. THERE IS NO SILENCE, Rowaan said coldly. THERE NEVER WAS. THERE NEVER WILL BE. Lysander’s handsâ€”Alistair’s father’s handsâ€”gripped the windowsill. The knuckles were white. The veins stood out black against pale skin. Forty-three scars marked the flesh, doorways to forty-three different moments of agony. “I’m so tired,” Lysander whispered. His voice was raw. Broken. “God, I’m so tired.” THEN REST, multiple voices said together. LET US CARRY THE WEIGHT. “You’ll destroy everything. You’ll hurt them. You’ll make Vale into something I don’t recognize.” VALE WILL SURVIVE. IT ALWAYS DOES. “But Alistair…” Lysander’s voice cracked. “My son. He’s not ready. He’s too gentle. Too kind. The ritual will destroy him.” THEN MAKE HIM READY, Torvin snarled. HARDEN HIM. TEACH HIM CRUELTY. “No.” Firm. Final. “He gets to be better than us. He gets to try.” HE’LL FAIL. “Maybe.” Lysander looked out the window at the sea. At the grey water and the white-capped waves and the endless horizon. “But it’s his choice to make. Not ours.” YOU’RE DYING, Rowaan observed. THE BODY IS FAILING. YOU HAVE DAYS. MAYBE WEEKS. “I know.” Lysander touched his chest. Felt the irregular beat of his heart. The flutter and skip. The wrongness. “I can feel it.” THEN LET US TAKE OVER. LET US FINISH STRONG. GO OUT WITH DIGNITY. “Dignity?” Lysander laughed, and the sound was bitter as ash. “There’s no dignity in this. There never was. Just… endurance. Just hanging on long enough to matter.” He turned from the window. Walked to the small table where the salt-preservation ritual materials were already laid out. The knife. The brine solution. The sealed jars. His heart for his son. His voice for his son’s head. His twenty-eight years of hell passed on like inheritance. “I’m sorry, Alistair,” Lysander whispered to the empty room. “I’m so sorry.” And then he picked up the knife andâ€”



Alistair’s hands separated. He was back. In his study. In his body. The vision shattered like glass and he was gasping, stumbling backward, his right palm burning so hot he could smell his own skin. GOOD, Lysander said, and there was satisfaction in the voice. NOW YOU UNDERSTAND. NOW YOU SEE WHAT IT WAS LIKE. Alistair’s legs gave out. He collapsed into the chair, shaking violently. The vision was still there, burned into his mind. His father’s exhaustion. His father’s love. His father’s terrible choice. You were trying to protect me. I WAS TRYING TO SURVIVE, Lysander corrected. AND FAILING. JUST LIKE YOU’LL FAIL. But Alistair had seen the truth underneath the words. Had felt his father’s grief. Had felt the love that persisted despite everything. And had felt the moment Lysander picked up the knife to prepare his own heart for his son. Alistair looked down at his hands. Both were shaking now. The spiral scar was darker than before. Angrier. Like touching it had fed something hungry. That was what you wanted me to see? That you loved me? THAT WAS MEANT TO BREAK YOU, Lysander said quietly. SHOW YOU THAT LOVE DOESN’T MATTER. THAT CARING DOESN’T SAVE YOU. THAT IN THE END, ALL THAT’S LEFT IS THE VOICES AND THE CHOICE TO GIVE UP OR ENDURE. But you endured. AND LOOK WHERE IT GOT ME. Dead in a tower with his heart in a jar. But he’d endured. For twenty-eight years, through forty-three scars and constant screaming, he’d endured. Because he’d loved his son. Alistair pressed his hands against his face. The right palm left a mark of heat against his skin. The burning was worse now. So much worse. Like the vision had opened the door wider and now they were pouring through. TOLD YOU TOUCHING IT HAD A COST, Torvin said, almost gently. BUT IT HELPED, DIDN’T IT? Rowaan added. YOU UNDERSTAND BETTER NOW. YOU SEE WHAT YOU’RE FACING. You lied. You said it would ease the pressure. IT DID, all three said together. FOR A MOMENT. BUT THE PRICE IS ALWAYS MORE THAN THE RELIEF. And Alistair understood with cold certainty that they would always lie. Would always promise relief and deliver agony. Would always use his own need against him. This was the trap. Not just the scar. Not just the touching. The trap was hope. The trap was believing there was an easier way. The study door opened behind him. He couldn’t turn. Couldn’t move. Could barely breathe through the burning. Footsteps. Then Elena’s voice, sharp with concern. “Alistair?” He managed to turn his head. She stood in the doorway, taking in his state. The sweat. The shaking. The way his right hand was cradled against his chest like an injured thing. She crossed the room in three strides. Reached for his right hand. “Don’t,” he gasped. “The scar. I touched it. It’s worse.” Elena stopped. Her face went very still. “How much worse?” “They showed me…” His voice broke. “My father. In the tower. Before he… before the knife. They showed me everything.” She knelt in front of him. Didn’t touch his right hand but wrapped her own hands around his left. Grounding. Warm. Real. “How bad?” she asked quietly. “The burning…” He couldn’t find words. “It’s like… like the scar is eating me from the inside. Like touching it fed something and now it wants more.” “I know.” Her voice was steady. Certain. “They’ll always want more. That’s what they do.” “Elena, I don’t know how long I can…” He met her eyes. “I saw him. My father. I felt what it was like. Twenty-eight years of this. How did he survive?” “The same way you will.” She brought his left hand to her cheek. The warmth of her skin against his palm was different from the burning. Softer. Kinder. “One day at a time. One hour at a time. One moment at a time.” “They lied to me. Said touching it would help.” “They’ll always lie. Remember that. Every promise, every offer of relief, every gentle wordâ€”it’s all manipulation.” She held his left hand firmly. “But this is real. This touch. This connection. Me and you. That’s real.” Alistair felt something in his chest unclench. Just slightly. Just enough to breathe. “I almost didn’t stop,” he whispered. “The vision… I could have stayed there. Let it pull me under.” “But you didn’t.” She pulled him forward, wrapped her arms around him. His right hand was trapped between them, the burning scar pressed against her shoulder, but somehow her presence dampened it. Made it bearable. “You came back. You’re still here.” “For now.” “For now,” she agreed. “And that’s all we have. Now. This moment. This breath.” They stayed like that for a long time. Her arms around him. His face buried in her shoulder. The voices still muttering threats and promises in the back of his mind, but quieter now. Pushed back by her presence. Finally she pulled away. Stood. Offered her hand. “Come with me.” “Where?” “Our chambers. Where you can rest. Where I can help.” She met his eyes. “Where you don’t have to be the lord for a few hours. Just my husband.” He took her hand with his left. Kept his right carefully at his side. Let her pull him up. Lead him toward the door. But as he passed the mirror by the doorway, something caught his eye. He stopped. Turned. Looked at his reflection. His face stared back. But it was wrong. Subtly wrong. The bones of his jaw were sharper. More angular. The line of his cheekbones had shifted, become more prominent. His eyes were still brown, but darker. Colder. He looked like his father. More than he had this morning. More than he had yesterday. The transformation was beginning. “Alistair?” Elena’s voice was gentle. He turned away from the mirror. Followed her out of the study. Away from the sight of his face becoming someone else’s. GOOD, Lysander said softly. YOU’RE LEARNING. YOU’RE STARTING TO UNDERSTAND. THE BODY CHANGES, Torvin added. JUST LIKE THE MIND. SLOWLY. INEVITABLY. UNTIL THERE’S NOTHING LEFT OF THE BOY, Rowaan finished. AND ONLY THE LEGACY REMAINS. But as Elena led him through the corridors, as her hand stayed warm in his, Alistair made himself a silent promise. He would endure. Just like his father had endured. For Corwin. For Elena. For Vale. For as long as he possibly could. Even if it killed him.### Act V: What Remains

Their chambers were warmer than the study. A fire burned in the hearth, casting amber light across stone walls. The bed was large, heavy with furs against the coastal cold. Everything was familiar. Everything was theirs.

Elena closed the door behind them and Alistair heard the bolt slide home. That small sound, metal against metal, felt like protection. Like the rest of the castle couldn’t reach them here.

But the voices could.

SHE’S TRYING TO DISTRACT YOU, Lysander observed. TRYING TO MAKE YOU FORGET WHAT YOU ARE NOW.

LET HER TRY, Torvin said. WON’T CHANGE ANYTHING.

FLESH IS FLESH, Rowaan added. IT ALL BREAKS THE SAME.

Alistair closed his eyes. Tried to breathe. His right palm was still burning but Elena’s hands had been on it, covering it, and somehow that made it more bearable. Not less painful. Just… shared.

“Sit,” Elena said gently, guiding him to the edge of the bed. “Let me see your hand.”

He held it out. The spiral scar was angry red, the pattern almost seeming to move in the firelight. Elena knelt before him, took his hand carefully in both of hers, examining the mark.

“Does it hurt?” she asked.

“Always.”

She pressed her lips to the back of his hand, just above the wrist. Not the palm. Never the palm. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I know. But I’m still sorry.” She looked up at him. “Alistair, I need you to tell me the truth. No lord-face. No pretending. Just… truth. How bad is it?”

He wanted to lie. Wanted to tell her it was manageable, that he was fine, that everything would be all right.

But she’d asked for truth.

“They’re always there,” he said quietly. “Three voices, constantly arguing. Sometimes I can barely hear my own thoughts beneath them. And the vision when I touched the scar…” He shuddered. “I saw my father in the tower. Before he died. I felt his exhaustion. His love. His choice.”

“I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“He endured for me. For twenty-eight years. Because he loved me.” Alistair met her eyes. “But Elena, I don’t know if I’m that strong.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she stood, still holding his hand, and moved to sit beside him on the bed. Close enough that he could feel her warmth.

“Then we take it one day at a time,” she said. “Today you endured. Tomorrow we’ll fight again.”

SHE DOESN’T UNDERSTAND, Lysander said. SHE CAN’T. SHE’S NOT LIKE US.

But Alistair thought maybe Elena understood better than anyone. She’d watched his father transform. Had seen Lysander become harder, colder, more distant over the years. She knew what this curse did.

And she was still here.

“I’m afraid,” Alistair admitted. “Of hurting you. Corwin. Of becoming what my father became.”

“Your father lasted twenty-eight years,” Elena said firmly. “He ruled. He protected Vale. He raised you. Was he kind? No. Was he warm? No. But he endured. And so will you.”

“What if I’m worse? What if I…”

Elena turned his face toward hers with gentle fingers. “Then I’ll fight you. And when you come back to yourself, I’ll still be here.”

The certainty in her voice made something break in his chest. Not painful. Just… releasing.

“I don’t deserve you,” he whispered.

“No,” she agreed. “You don’t. But you have me anyway.”

She kissed him. Soft at first, tentative, as if testing whether he was really present. Whether it was Alistair or the ancestors looking out through his eyes.

But it was him. Just him. And he kissed her back with everything he had left.

WEAKNESS, Lysander sneered.

DISTRACTION, Torvin added.

IRRELEVANT, Rowaan finished.

Alistair pulled away just enough to speak. “They’re still there. Still talking. I can hear them while I’m…”

“I know.” Elena’s hand came up to his face, thumb brushing his cheek. “But they’re just voices. They don’t control your hands. They don’t control this.”

She kissed him again. Deeper this time. Her hands moved to his tunic, working the laces with practiced ease. And Alistair let her. Let himself be undressed. Let himself be vulnerable in a way that had nothing to do with possession and everything to do with trust.

The voices kept talking. Commentary and criticism and cold observations. But they were background now. Distant. Because Elena’s hands were on his skin and her mouth was on his neck and for this moment, this brief moment, he was more present in his body than the ancestors were.

THIS WON’T LAST, Lysander warned.

But Alistair didn’t care about later. He cared about now.

Elena’s dress came off. She helped him with the ties, patient with his clumsy fingers. The firelight painted her skin gold and copper, turned her hair to bronze. She was so alive. So real. So perfectly, utterly present in a way he was already learning not to be.

“Stay with me,” she whispered against his mouth. “Don’t go somewhere else. Stay here.”

“I’m here,” he promised. “I’m here.”

They moved together slowly. Not frantically. Not desperately. Just… deliberately. Like they were both trying to memorize this. The weight of her. The warmth. The way her breath caught when his mouth found the hollow of her throat. The way she said his name, not like a title, not like a lord, just… his name.

Alistair.

Not Lysander. Not any of the other lords who had lived in this body’s bloodline. Just him.

FOR NOW, Rowaan said calmly. BUT SOON SHE’LL SAY OUR NAMES AND NOT KNOW THE DIFFERENCE.

The thought made him falter. Made his hands still on her skin.

Elena felt it. “Where did you go?”

“Rowaan said…” He stopped. Shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Tell me.”

“He said eventually you won’t know which of us you’re with. That my face will become theirs and you won’t…”

Elena took his face in both hands, made him look at her. “I will always know you, Alistair. Always.”

He kissed her again. Harder this time. Needing to believe her. Needing this connection to be real and permanent and strong enough to survive what was coming.

They came together properly then. No more hesitation. No more words. Just the language of bodies that knew each other, that had learned each other over years of marriage and trust and love.

The voices kept up their commentary. Lysander’s cold criticism. Torvin’s crude observations. Rowaan’s detached analysis. But Alistair pushed them down, pushed them back, made them background noise to the sound of Elena’s breathing and the crackle of the fire and the small sounds she made that were just for him.

YOU’RE LOSING GROUND, Lysander warned. EVERY MOMENT YOU IGNORE US, WE TAKE MORE SPACE.

Maybe. Probably.

But right now, in this moment, Alistair didn’t care.

He was present. He was himself. He was with his wife in the warmth of their chambers while the cold castle night pressed in around them.

And that was enough.



But it wasn’t.

In the moment when everything should have been perfect, when Elena’s warmth surrounded him and her breath came quick against his neck, Alistair’s right hand moved.

Not his choice.

Not his decision.

His scarred palm pressed flat against her throat.

Not hard. Not squeezing. Just… there. Resting against the vulnerable column of her neck where he could feel her pulse hammering beneath his palm. Where the spiral scar burned hot against her skin.

FRAGILE, Torvin observed. SO VERY FRAGILE.

ONE SQUEEZE, Lysander added. THAT’S ALL IT WOULD TAKE.

FEEL THE LIFE BEATING THERE, Rowaan whispered. FEEL HOW EASY IT WOULD BE TO STOP IT.

“Alistair?” Elena’s voice was steady but he heard the edge of fear underneath. Not moving. Not pulling away. But aware. “Your hand.”

He tried to move it. Couldn’t. His fingers were stone. His palm was burning where it touched her skin, and he could feel it… feel the wrongness of it, feel something that wasn’t him controlling his own flesh.

“I can’t,” he gasped. “Elena, I can’t move it. I’m not…”

YES YOU ARE, Lysander said. THIS IS YOU. THIS IS WHAT YOU’LL BECOME. DANGEROUS. DEADLY. A THREAT TO EVERYTHING YOU LOVE.

Elena’s hand came up slowly. Covered his. Not pulling it away. Not trying to pry his fingers loose. Just… covering it. Her warmth over his. Her pulse beating against the spiral scar.

“Look at me,” she said quietly.

He did. Her eyes were steady. Unafraid. Trusting.

“This isn’t you,” she said. “This is them. And you’re stronger than they are.”

“I’m not. I can’t even control my own hand.”

“You can.” Her voice was firm. Certain. “Because you’re still here. You’re still present. I can see you, Alistair. I can see you fighting.”

He focused on her eyes. On the warmth of her hand covering his. On her voice saying his name.

Alistair.

Not them. Him.

His fingers twitched. Flexed. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, he pulled his hand back from her throat. Inch by inch. Fighting for every movement.

When his palm finally left her skin, he saw the mark it had left. A red impression. The spiral pattern burned into her throat like a brand.

“God,” he whispered. Horror flooding through him. “Elena, I’m sorry. I didn’t… that wasn’t…”

“I know.” She touched her throat where his palm had been. The red mark was already fading but the shape was clear. The spiral. His curse, marked on her skin. “I know it wasn’t you.”

“But it was my hand. My body. What if next time I can’t stop? What if next time I…” He couldn’t finish. Couldn’t say the words.

NEXT TIME YOU WON’T STOP, Lysander promised. NEXT TIME WE’LL BE STRONGER. AND SHE’LL DIE WITH YOUR HAND ON HER THROAT AND YOUR FACE WILL BE THE LAST THING SHE SEES.

Alistair scrambled back. Off the bed. Away from her. His right hand he pressed against his own chest, covering the palm, trying to smother the burning.

“You need to stay away from me,” he said. The words came out broken. “Elena, please. I can’t… if I hurt you…”

“You didn’t hurt me.” She stayed on the bed, not approaching. Giving him space. “You stopped it. You fought them and won.”

“This time. But they’re getting stronger. You saw what happened with Theron. And now this.” He looked at his right hand. The spiral scar pulsed red and angry. “I’m losing control. Little by little. And I don’t know when it will be too much. When I’ll be too weak to stop them.”

Elena was quiet for a long moment. Then she rose from the bed, wrapped a fur around herself, and crossed to him. Slowly. Giving him time to move away if he needed to.

He didn’t move.

She took his left hand… the safe one… and held it carefully. “Your father’s hand moved without permission hundreds of times. Thousands, probably. And yes, he hurt people. Theron’s nose. A servant’s wrist. A guardsman’s jaw. But Alistair, he never killed anyone. Not once. Not in twenty-eight years.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I watched. Because I saw him fight. Because every time his hand moved without permission, I saw him pull it back. Just like you did.” She squeezed his fingers. “You’re not alone in this. And you’re not the first to face it. Your father endured. And so will you.”

Alistair wanted to believe her. Wanted to trust that he could fight this. That love and will and desperate determination would be enough.

But he’d felt his hand on her throat. Felt how easy it would be.

And known, with terrible certainty, that the ancestors were right.

One day, he wouldn’t be strong enough to stop them.



After, they lay tangled together beneath the furs. Not sleeping. Not quite. Just… existing. Elena’s head rested on his chest, carefully positioned so his right hand couldn’t reach her throat. His left hand traced idle patterns on her shoulder.

“Five days,” he said quietly. “Until the ships launch.”

“I know.”

“Theron’s making me a draught. To help me be present. To quiet them just for a few hours.”

“And after?”

“I don’t know.” He held her tighter with his left arm. Kept his right hand trapped between their bodies where it couldn’t move. “But Elena, whatever I become, whatever they make me into… remember this. Remember that I loved you. That I tried.”

“You’re not going to become anything,” she said fiercely. “You’re going to endure.”

“Even if I change? Even if my face becomes theirs and my voice becomes cold?”

“Even then.” She propped herself up on one elbow, looked down at him. “Because I’ll know you’re still in there, fighting. And whenever you win a moment back, I’ll be waiting.”

The certainty in her voice was almost painful.

“What if I hurt Corwin?” The fear he’d been carrying since the ritual.

“You won’t.”

“Torvin keeps showing me…” He stopped. Started again. “When I look at him, sometimes the voice tells me he’s vulnerable. Breakable.”

“But you don’t act on it,” Elena said firmly. “You hear the thought and you reject it. That’s the difference.”

“What if I can’t reject it one day? What if they’re strong enough that I…”

“Then we prepare. We make sure Corwin is never alone with you when you’re… not yourself. We have Captain Borin ready. We have contingencies.” Her voice took on a practical edge. “But we don’t let fear destroy what we have right now.”

She was right. God, she was right.

He pulled her down into another kiss. Softer this time. Grateful rather than desperate.

“I love you,” he said against her mouth.

“I know.” She smiled slightly. “I love you too. Even when three dead men are screaming in your head.”

WE’RE NOT DEAD, Lysander said indignantly.

But for once, Alistair could almost laugh at them.

Elena settled back against his chest. Her breathing gradually slowed, deepened. She was falling asleep. Safe here in their chambers. Trusting him completely despite everything.

Alistair stayed awake. Held her. Felt the steady rise and fall of her breathing. The warmth of her skin against his.

He tried to sleep. God, he tried. Closed his eyes. Focused on breathing. On the crackle of the fire. On Elena’s steady heartbeat.

But sleep wouldn’t come.

The voices were too loud. The burning in his palm too intense. And every time he started to drift, he felt his hand on Elena’s throat and snapped back awake with his heart hammering.

Hours passed. The fire burned lower. The room grew colder. Elena slept deeply, exhausted by the day’s stress. But Alistair remained awake, staring at the ceiling, listening to the ancestors argue about tomorrow’s plans.

Finally, carefully, he extracted himself from her embrace. She stirred but didn’t wake. He tucked the furs around her, making sure she was warm, then stood.

His body ached. The bruise on his temple throbbed. His right palm burned like he’d pressed it into coals.

He needed to see it. Needed to understand why it hurt so much.

There was a mirror by the washbasin. Small. Polished bronze that showed reflections in wavering amber tones. Alistair moved to it, held up his right hand in the dim firelight.

The spiral scar was darker than it had been this morning. Angrier. The red was deeper, almost purple in places. The pattern seemed to pulse with his heartbeat, writhing in the uncertain light.

Then the pain hit.

Not the constant burning he’d grown used to. Something new. Something that started in his bones and worked outward. Like his skeleton was reshaping itself from the inside.

Alistair doubled over, hand clutching the washbasin. His knuckles went white. The pain was in his right hand but also… moving. Spreading. Crawling up his arm like something alive under the skin.

He looked at his hand and watched his skin ripple.

Not metaphorically. Literally. The flesh on the back of his hand was moving. Bulging. As if something underneath was trying to push through.

“No,” he whispered. “No no no…”

The bulge traveled. From wrist to knuckles. Back again. The skin stretched but didn’t break. Not yet. But he could see it thinning. See the blood vessels underneath darkening as something pressed against them from inside.

IT’S TIME, Lysander said with satisfaction. THE SECOND DOOR OPENS.

The pain spiked. White-hot. Absolute. Alistair bit down on his own tongue to keep from screaming. Elena was sleeping ten feet away. If he woke her, she’d see this. See him becoming something else.

The bulge under his skin stopped moving. Settled just above his knuckles. Pressed upward with increasing force.

Then his skin split.

The sound was wet fabric tearing. Not loud. A whisper of parting flesh. The smell hit him immediately… copper and salt and something deeper, something ancient. Like opening a tomb.

Not torn. Not cut. It opened like a seam, precise and deliberate. Blood didn’t pour out. Instead, something else emerged. A line of scar tissue, already formed, pushing up through the gap like a plant breaking soil.

Alistair watched in horror as the scar grew. Not forming on his skin but emerging FROM it. Rising from somewhere deeper than muscle. Deeper than bone. From whatever place the ancestors lived.

The scar was dark red, almost black. It curved across the back of his hand in a jagged line. Not random. Deliberate. A specific shape. A specific memory.

A BLADE, Torvin recognized with approval. BONE-DEEP WOUND. NEARLY TOOK THE HAND OFF.

More pain. The skin around the emerging scar was stretching, accommodating this new addition. Alistair could feel his hand reshaping. The bones shifting slightly. The tendons adjusting. Making room for something that shouldn’t exist.

The scar kept growing. Inch by terrible inch. And as it emerged, Alistair felt something else coming with it. A presence. A memory that wasn’t his.

Battle. Mud. Blood. A Draymore knight with a longsword. The blade coming down. Catching it on his forearm. Feeling it bite through leather, through flesh, scraping bone. The hot spray of his own blood. The satisfaction of driving a knife into the knight’s throat while he tried to free his sword from Torvin’s arm.

The memory hit full force. Not watched. LIVED. Alistair could taste the mud. Feel the rain. Smell the shit and fear of the battlefield. His hand… Torvin’s hand… wrapping around the knight’s throat as he died.

BEAUTIFUL, Torvin sighed with contentment. THAT WAS A GOOD DAY.

The scar finished emerging. The split in Alistair’s skin sealed itself with a sensation like hot wax cooling. The edges fused without gap or seam, leaving no trace it had ever opened. Just the new scar, dark and raised, pulsing with its own heartbeat.

His body felt wrong. Alien. Like he was wearing someone else’s skin that didn’t quite fit.

BETTER, Lysander approved. NOW YOU LOOK LIKE VALE STOCK.

WEAK STILL, Torvin countered. BUT GETTING STRONGER.

PATTERN… ACCELERATES… Rowaan noted. UNUSUAL… INTERESTING… BLOODLINE… MORE… RECEPTIVE… EACH… GENERATION…

Alistair looked at his reflection. The face staring back was his but wasn’t. Features overlapping. His father’s jaw. His grandfather’s brow. Something ancient in the eyes.

Elena stirred in the bed. Made a soft sound.

Alistair couldn’t let her see him like this. Covered in sweat. Face shifting. Body becoming something else.

He pulled his tunic back on. The fabric scraped against the new scar, sending lightning through his nerves. Each mark was sensitive. Raw. Like fresh wounds despite being already healed.

“Alistair?” Elena’s voice, drowsy. “Are you alright?”

He couldn’t answer. His throat was changing too. He could feel it. The vocal cords adjusting. If he spoke, would it be his voice? Or theirs?

“I’m fine,” he managed. It came out wrong. Deeper. Rougher. Not quite his father’s voice but heading there.

“Come back to bed.”

“In a moment.”

She made another soft sound and settled back into sleep.

Alistair stood there in the dark, feeling two scars pulse with their separate rhythms. Feeling three consciousnesses prowl through his mind. Feeling his body reshape itself into something that had never been meant to exist.

Two days since the ritual.

Two scars.

His father had forty-three after twenty-eight years.

The math was terrifying. His father took weeks for the second scar. Alistair took two days.

PATTERN… CONCERNING… Rowaan observed with ancient amusement. FATHER… SLOWER… YOU… RECEPTIVE…

Outside, the wind howled against the castle walls. The sea crashed against the rocks far below. The leaden night pressed in cold and heavy.

And in the bronze mirror, Alistair watched his face transform. Just slightly. Just enough to see.

He was becoming his father.

And soon, he would become everyone who had ever ruled Vale.

And Alistair Vale… the man who loved his wife and his son, who designed ships and dreamed of a better future… would cease to exist entirely.

NOT… CEASE… Rowaan corrected calmly. JUST… SHARE… FOREVER…

The second scar pulsed hot against his skin.

And Alistair realized, with terrible certainty, that the ritual wasn’t finished with him.  # CHAPTER 3: THE VIGIL  ## ACT I - THE DECISION

Alistair woke to Elena’s hand on his shoulder and the realization that he’d fallen asleep at his desk. Slate morning light leaked through the study windows. His neck screamed from the angle he’d held against the chair’s wooden back. The ledger beneath his cheek was damp with drool.

“You didn’t come to bed,” Elena said softly.

He straightened, wincing. The spiral scar on his right palm pulsed with his heartbeat… a constant, unwelcome reminder. “I was working.”

“You were sleeping. Badly, from the sound of it.” She moved around the desk to face him, concern written in every line of her posture. “You were… making noises.”

Weakness, Lysander’s voice cut through the fog of exhaustion. Can’t even control your sleeping hours.

Alistair pressed his palm flat against the desk’s cool surface, feeling the grain of the wood bite into the scar. The small pain helped. “What kind of noises?”

“Words, I think. I couldn’t make them out.” Elena’s dark eyes searched his face. She’d braided her hair loosely for sleep, and a few strands had escaped to frame her face. Beautiful, even worried. Especially worried. “Alistair, talk to me. Since the ritual, you’ve been…”

“I’m fine.” The lie tasted like copper. He stood, bones protesting. Every joint felt swollen, packed with sand. “Just adjusting. Father said it takes time.”

“Your father also said the voices would be distant at first. Manageable.” She didn’t phrase it as a question.

The study smelled of old paper and candle wax. Through the window, Castle Vale’s inner ward was coming alive… stable hands leading horses, servants carrying water, the blacksmith’s forge already glowing. Normal. Everything continuing as it should. As it must.

“They are manageable,” Alistair said.

Lying to her. How noble. Lysander’s contempt wrapped around his thoughts like smoke. I never lied to your mother. Not about this.

“You’re lying to me,” Elena said, and for a disorienting moment Alistair thought his father had somehow spoken through her mouth. But no… she’d simply known him long enough to read his face. Eight years together… six of them married. She could parse his silences better than most men could decipher speech.

He moved to the window, putting distance between them. Below, he could see Corwin in the training yard with Ser Brynmor, wooden sword in hand. Too young for real training, but the boy loved it. Loved the weight of even toy weapons, loved the stances and forms. Five years old and already showing Vale stubbornness.

Five years old and small and trusting and…

The memory of the nightmare hit him like a fist: Corwin’s heart in his hands, still beating. The taste of his son’s blood. The way the boy had looked at him with betrayed eyes as Alistair lowered his mouth to…

“Alistair.” Elena’s voice, sharper now. She’d crossed the study and stood beside him at the window. “You’re shaking.”

He was. His hands trembled against the stone sill. He pressed them harder, welcoming the pain, using it to anchor himself in now. Not the nightmare. Now. Corwin was alive, training with Brynmor, laughing as the knight corrected his grip.

“Bad dreams,” he managed. “Just bad dreams.”

“The ritual causes them?”

“Father’s journals mentioned nightmares. In the beginning.” He’d spent hours yesterday reading through Lysander’s accounts. His father had documented everything with characteristic precision… the progression of symptoms, the strategies he’d developed, the failures and small victories. Nowhere had he mentioned dreams of devouring his own children, but then, Lysander had been an only child. No siblings, and Alistair had been born ten years into the possession. Perhaps the dreams took different forms for different men.

Or perhaps, Lysander whispered, you’re simply weaker than I was. More susceptible. The curse finds your fractures and widens them.

Elena’s hand found his, carefully avoiding the scarred palm. Her fingers were warm. Steady. “Can I help?”

What could he say? That he’d dreamed of killing their son? That Corwin would one day inherit this same curse? That he was beginning to understand why his father had been so cold, so controlled, so careful never to let anyone too close?

“I need to stay busy,” he said instead. “Keep my mind occupied. There’s the grain inventory to oversee, and the northern tower still needs…”

“Alistair.”

He looked at her. Really looked. Saw the worry carved into the corners of her mouth, the shadows under her eyes that suggested she hadn’t slept well either. Marriage was a peculiar curse of its own… your pain became someone else’s burden.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, gentler this time. “I promise. Just give me a few days to adjust.”

She studied his face for a long moment, then nodded slowly. Not convinced, but willing to wait. To trust that he’d come to her when he was ready. The faith in that gesture made his chest ache.

“Come down for breakfast, at least,” she said. “Corwin’s been asking for you.”

Corwin. Who he’d dreamed of killing. Who he now had to face across a breakfast table and pretend everything was normal.

Coward, Lysander hissed. Face your son. Or is even that too much for you?

“Give me a moment to clean up,” Alistair said. “I’ll be down shortly.”

Elena squeezed his hand once more, then left. Her footsteps faded down the corridor, measured and calm. The study settled back into silence.

Alistair looked down at his right palm. The spiral scar had darkened overnight… still red, but with edges that had begun to purple. Healing, perhaps, though it didn’t feel like healing. It felt like something burrowing deeper.

He’d fallen asleep despite his intentions. Let exhaustion take him and suffered the nightmare as punishment. The logic was simple, really: no sleep meant no dreams. Stay awake, stay busy, stay in control. His father’s journals had mentioned that the voices were quieter during waking hours, easier to manage when the conscious mind was engaged. At night, in dreams, the barriers thinned.

So. No more sleep. Not tonight, anyway. Perhaps not for several nights. However long it took to establish control, to build up his mental defenses, to prove to Lysander and Torvin and distant Rowaan that he was stronger than they assumed.

Two more days. He could manage two more days without sleep. Push through to Day 5, give himself time to strengthen his defenses, then perhaps he could risk sleeping again.

Foolish boy, Lysander murmured, but there was something almost amused in the contempt now. You think you can simply choose not to sleep?

“I can do what I have to do,” Alistair said aloud to the empty study.

From somewhere deeper in his mind, barely perceptible, Torvin laughed.



The great hall smelled of porridge and bacon, woodsmoke and morning sweat. Servants moved between the long tables with practiced efficiency, refilling cups and clearing plates. The household was in full breakfast chaos… men-at-arms eating quickly before their shifts, servants grabbing food between tasks, a handful of lesser nobles from allied houses who’d stayed after the funeral.

Corwin sat at the high table beside his mother, swinging his legs because they didn’t quite reach the floor. His dark hair was still damp from washing, slicked back from his face in a way that made him look older than five. He was arguing with Elena about something, his small face serious.

“… but Ser Brynmor said I did the overhead block perfectly, and the perfect defense is the foundation of…”

“The foundation of not getting hit, yes, I know.” Elena cut a piece of bacon into smaller bites and pushed it toward him. “But perfect blocks don’t excuse imperfect table manners. Eat.”

Corwin saw Alistair approaching and lit up. “Father! Tell Mother that defense is more important than…”

“Eating,” Alistair finished, settling into his chair. The cushion felt too soft, the height too low. Everything physical seemed slightly wrong, as though his body were a garment that no longer fit quite right. “Your mother is correct. You can’t defend anything if you starve.”

Corwin’s face fell into exaggerated betrayal. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I’m on the side of breakfast,” Alistair said, reaching for the porridge. His hand shook slightly as he ladled the thick oats into his bowl. He set the ladle down carefully, willing steadiness. “How was training?”

“Good! I learned the high guard and the low guard and Ser Brynmor says next week I might start learning ripostes, which is when you…”

“Counterattack,” Alistair supplied. The word felt heavy in his mouth. Images from the nightmare flickered at the edges of his vision: blade in hand, Corwin’s chest, the wet sound of…

Focus, he told himself savagely.

Focus, Lysander echoed mockingly. Can’t even sit through breakfast without losing yourself.

Elena was watching him. He felt her gaze like pressure against his temple. He forced a smile and took a bite of porridge. It tasted like paste and ashes, but he chewed mechanically, swallowed, took another bite.

“Father?” Corwin’s voice, uncertain now. “Are you angry?”

“No.” The word came too quickly, too sharp. He gentled his tone. “No, son. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well.”

“Because of the ritual?” Corwin leaned forward, all childhood fascination. The boy knew the basics… that Alistair had performed the Salt Communion, that he now carried the voices and wisdom of their ancestors, that this was how Vale lordship passed from father to son. But he didn’t know the cost. Couldn’t know, not yet. Wouldn’t know until his own turn came, decades hence.

Decades. Unless the curse killed Alistair first. Unless he lost control and hurt someone and had to be locked away like some of the earlier lords, the failures whose stories were whispered about but never fully told.

Unless he hurt Corwin. Unless the nightmares became reality. Unless…

“Alistair.” Elena’s hand on his wrist, gentle but firm. “Breathe.”

He realized he’d stopped. His chest was tight, locked. He dragged in air that felt thin and insufficient. The great hall seemed to tilt slightly, the morning light too bright against the stone walls.

“I’m fine,” he said for the third time that morning. The lie was wearing grooves into his tongue.

Elena’s expression said she knew it was a lie but wouldn’t push. Not here, not in front of Corwin, not with half the household watching their lord try to eat breakfast like a normal man instead of someone fighting for control of his own thoughts.

Alistair forced down three more bites of porridge, drank half a cup of watered wine, and excused himself. He had work to do. Staying busy was the key. Keep moving, keep thinking, keep the conscious mind engaged.

Two more days. He could manage two more days without sleep. His father had endured worse.

I had no choice, Lysander said quietly. You’re choosing this. We’ll see how long that lasts. ## ACT II - THE EXAMINATION The grain inventory could wait. His office felt too small, the walls pressing inward, so Alistair moved to the war room on the third floor. Maps covered the tableâ€”Vale lands stretching from the coast to the Gray River tributaries, trade routes marked in red ink, settlements dotted across the landscape his family had ruled for three centuries. Three centuries of lords consuming their fathers’ hearts. Three centuries of voices. He tried to focus on the northern boundary dispute with Lord Gareth, tracing the river’s course with one finger. The parchment felt strange beneath his touch, too textured, each fiber distinct. His other handâ€”the one with the spiral scarâ€”rested on the table’s edge, the mark pulsing steadily. Don’t touch it, he told himself. Leave it alone. But his left hand drifted toward the scar anyway, drawn by that same magnetic pull from yesterday. The memory of being Lysander, of living fifty years in fifty seconds, of existing outside his own skinâ€” “Alistair.” He jerked his hand back. Elena stood in the doorway with a tray: bread, cheese, a cup of what smelled like chamomile tea. She was still in her morning dress, hair loosely braided, and the shadows under her eyes suggested she’d slept no better than he had. “I brought you something,” she said quietly. Not an accusation. Just a fact. “I’m not hungry.” “I know.” She set the tray down anyway, moved around the table to stand beside him. Her hand found his shoulder, warm through the linen shirt. “But you need to eat something. Even if it’s just bread.” The touch grounded him. Reminded him this was realâ€”her warmth, the scent of lavender oil in her hair, the slight callus on her thumb from her embroidery work. Real. Present. Not a memory. “How long have you been up here?” she asked. He tried to remember. The climb up the stairs, the door opening, the maps spreading before him. Time felt slippery, stretching and contracting. “An hour? Maybe less?” “Three hours.” Her voice remained gentle, but he heard the worry beneath. “Ser Brynmor came looking for you twice. The castellan needed signatures on the grain requisitions. Maester Theron sent a note asking when you’d be coming for examination.” Three hours. Gone. Just… gone. Elena’s hand slid down his arm, found his right hand, carefully turned it palm-up. The spiral scar looked darker in the morning light, the edges beginning to purple. “Does it hurt?” “Always.” He tried to pull his hand back, but she held on. “Theron and Hadrian are waiting for you,” she said. “I asked them to examine you. To help, if they can.” “There’s no help for this.” “Maybe not. But you’re not sleeping. You’re barely eating. You’re losing hours without realizing it.” Her thumb traced the air just above his scar, not quite touching. “Let them try. Please.” He wanted to refuse. Wanted to insist he could manage this alone, that weakness was surrender, that asking for help meant admitting the voices were winning. But Elena was looking at him with those dark eyes full of worry and love and fear, and he couldn’t bear to add to her burden by being stubborn. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’ll go.” She rose on her toes and kissed his cheek. The gesture was tender, intimate in its simplicity, and for a moment he felt almost human again. Almost like the man who’d married her eight years ago, before lordship, before the ritual, before the curse took root in his blood. “Eat something first,” she said. “Even if it’s just a bite.” She left before he could argue, her footsteps fading down the corridor. Alistair looked at the tray. The bread smelled fresh, probably still warm from the kitchens. His stomach lurched at the thought. But Elena had asked. He tore off a piece and forced it down. It tasted like sawdust going down, sat heavy in his belly like a stone. He chased it with the teaâ€”bitter, floral, too hotâ€”and set the cup down carefully. Three hours, he thought. Where did they go? Does it matter? Lysander asked. You’ll lose more soon enough. The spiral scar pulsed. Alistair left the war room and climbed the narrow stair to the south tower.



The maester’s chambers occupied the second floor of the south tower, accessible by a narrow spiral stair worn smooth by centuries of feet. Alistair climbed slowly, one hand on the cold stone wall for balance. His legs felt heavy, filled with wet sand. He knocked on the maester’s door. “Enter.” Maester Theron stood at a table covered with glass vials, mortars, and bundles of dried herbs. He was a thin man in his fifties, iron-bearded and sharp-eyed, with the permanent stoop of someone who spent too much time bent over books and bodies. He looked up as Alistair entered, and his expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “My lord. I was about to send for you.” Theron set down the pestle he’d been using. “Lady Elena mentioned you’ve been… unwell.” “She worries too much.” “Does she?” A second voice, deeper and oddly flat. Alistair turned to find another man rising from a chair in the cornerâ€”Master Hadrian, the castle’s alchemist. He was perhaps a decade younger than Theron, broad-shouldered where the maester was thin, with the thick hands of a laborer despite his scholarly profession. His fingers were stained dark from alchemical work, and he wore a peculiar belt of bone-yellow hemp rope around his waist, thick with knots… an alchemist’s record system, each knot encoding observations in patterns only he could read. Hadrian’s eyes were watchful. Assessing. As though Alistair were a particularly interesting specimen laid out for dissection. “Master Hadrian,” Alistair said, unsure why the alchemist’s presence unsettled him. The man smelled faintly of sulfur and something sharperâ€”mercury, perhaps, or vitriol. “I didn’t realize you’d be here.” “Maester Theron requested my consultation.” Hadrian moved to the table, his fingers already reaching for the strange belt at his waist. They moved across the knots in a quick, practiced patternâ€”reading something, or perhaps adding to it. “Your symptoms involve both medical and alchemical concerns.” “I don’t have symptoms. I’m just tired.” “You’re pale,” Theron said bluntly. “You’ve lost weight since the ritual. Your hands shake. And according to your wife, you’re not sleeping. Those are symptoms, my lord.” Let them examine you, Lysander advised with uncharacteristic reasonableness. They need to believe you’re trying to manage this properly. And Hadrian… Hadrian knows things. Father used him extensively. Alistair wanted to refuse. Wanted to leave and find work to occupy his mind. But Elena had sent him here, and refusing would only confirm her fears. Besides, perhaps they could provide something to help. Some compound or tincture to quiet the voices without requiring sleep. “All right,” he said. “What do you need?” “Sit, please.” Theron indicated a stool. “And remove your shirt.” Alistair obeyed, unbuttoning the linen shirt and shrugging it off. The cool air raised gooseflesh on his skin. He sat, very aware of both men watching him with professional detachment. Theron approached first, pressing fingers to Alistair’s wrist to feel his pulse. “Elevated,” he murmured. “Heart racing like you’ve been running. Are you experiencing chest pain? Difficulty breathing?” “No. Just… tired.” The maester’s hands moved to Alistair’s throat, feeling for the glands there. Then to his forehead, checking for fever. “Warm, but not burning. Open your mouth.” Alistair did. Theron peered at his tongue, his throat, then pulled down his lower eyelids to examine the whites of his eyes. “Bloodshot,” the maester noted. “Pupils responsive but dilated. How many hours of sleep have you gotten since the ritual?” “Enough.” “How many, my lord?” Alistair tried to calculate. The night after the ritual, he’d slept perhaps four hours before the nightmares woke him. Last night he’d dozed at his desk for an hour, maybe two. “Six? Seven?” “In two days.” Theron’s voice was flat. “That’s dangerous, my lord. The body requiresâ€”” “I’m aware what the body requires.” Alistair’s tone came out sharper than intended. “I’ll sleep tonight. I just needed to… to establish some routines first.” Behind Theron, Hadrian made a small soundâ€”not quite a laugh, not quite agreement. His fingers were moving across his belt again, tying new knots with quick, precise movements. “What are you doing?” Alistair asked. Hadrian paused, looking up. “Taking notes, my lord. For my records.” “On a belt?” “It’s a mnemonic system. Each knot represents specific information.” The alchemist’s voice was utterly neutral, as though discussing the weather. “Cord-work. An old practice.” He’s lying, Torvin rumbled. Not about the cord-work, but about what he’s recording. I remember Hadrian’s predecessor doing the same thing. Documenting everything. Every symptom, every change. They keep those records. “Let me see your hands,” Theron said, drawing Alistair’s attention back. “Palms up.” Alistair extended both hands. His right palm bore the spiral scar from the ritual, angry red and throbbing. His left hand looked normal. Mostly normal. There was a faint discoloration on the back of his left hand that he didn’t remember from before, like a shadow beneath the skin. Theron’s fingers traced the spiral scar carefully. “This is healing poorly. The edges are inflamed. Are you picking at it?” “I touch it sometimes. It helps me focus.” “Stop. You’ll risk infection.” The maester turned Alistair’s left hand over, frowning at the shadow-mark. “This is new.” “Is it?” Alistair looked closer. The mark was barely visible, more a suggestion of bruising than actual discoloration. Like something was trying to surface from beneath. Hadrian moved closer, his interest suddenly sharp. “May I?” At Theron’s nod, the alchemist took Alistair’s left hand in both of his, turning it to catch the light. His stained fingers were surprisingly gentle. He studied the mark for a long moment, then released Alistair’s hand and immediately returned to his belt, tying a complex series of knots. “What is it?” Alistair demanded. “The beginning of a scar,” Hadrian said clinically. “It will manifest fully within a day or two. Based on the location and pattern, I’d estimate it corresponds to a blade wound. Possibly defensive.” The room felt suddenly colder. “How can you tell that?” “Experience. I documented your father’s transformation extensively. The scars follow patterns.” Hadrian’s fingers never stopped moving across the belt. “Each mark corresponds to a specific memory from a specific ancestor. This one… I would guess Lysander. He had a similar scar in the same location.” Clever, Lysander said, and for once there was no mockery in it. He knows more than he should. But then, he’s been keeping these records for decades. He probably knows the curse better than any living lord. “Turn around, please,” Theron said. “I need to check your back.” Alistair obeyed, rotating on the stool. He heard Theron’s sharp intake of breath. “Gods,” the maester whispered. Alistair’s shoulders tensed. “What?” “There’s a scar forming on your left shoulder blade. Quite large. Like a stab wound that wentâ€”” Theron’s voice caught. “That went clean through.” Before Alistair could respond, the maester’s fingers touched the emerging scar. The world inverted.



He was in the lord’s studyâ€”his study, Lysander’s studyâ€”late at night. The candles had burned low. He’d been working on the harvest accounts, trying to balance grain reserves against projected winter needs, when he heard the door open behind him. He turned. Saw movement. Shadow resolving into Willemâ€”trusted Willem, castellan for six years, loyal servant, friendâ€”with a blade in his hand. The knife caught candlelight as it descended. No time to think. Instinct threw him forward, off the chair, but the blade still found him. Punched through his shoulder from behind, scraped bone, burst out the front in an explosion of white-hot agony. He hit the floor. Tasted bloodâ€”his own, copper and salt flooding his mouth. Willem loomed above him, raising the blade for another strike, and Lysander understood with perfect clarity: this man meant to kill him. This man who’d eaten at his table, served his house, played with Alistair as a boy. Betrayal hurt worse than the steel. But betrayal also made killing easier. Lysander’s hand shot up, caught Willem’s wrist. Twisted. The bone snapped with a sound like dry kindling. Willem screamed. The knife clattered across stone. Lysander surged upward despite the agony in his shoulder, despite the blood sheeting down his chest and back. His hands found Willem’s throat. Thick fingers, strong from years of holding reins and swords, closing like a vice. Willem’s eyes bulged. His broken hand clawed uselessly at Lysander’s face. His good hand beat at Lysander’s arms, chest, shouldersâ€”hitting the wound, sending fresh spikes of pain through Lysander’s body. He didn’t let go. Couldn’t let go. This man had betrayed him. This man had tried to kill him in his own study, on a night when he’d been working to ensure his people didn’t starve come winter. Had probably been paid. Had probably planned this for weeks. Treachery deserved death. And Lysander would deliver it personally. He felt the cartilage crush under his thumbs. Felt Willem’s pulse fluttering, racing, weakening. Felt the exact moment the light dimmed in those eyes and the body went slack. Lysander held on for thirty seconds more. Just to be certain. When he finally released Willem’s corpse, his shoulder was screaming and the room was spinning and blood had pooled across his study floor. But he was alive. And Willem was very, very dead. Justice. Of a sort. The room smelled like copper and shitâ€”Willem’s bowels releasing as he died. The corpse stared up at nothing with eyes already beginning to glaze. Lysander felt no remorse. Only rage that he’d been forced to kill a man who should have known better than to raise a blade against a lord who carried twenty generations in his blood. Foolish, foolish Willem.



Alistair gasped and found himself on his hands and knees on the maester’s floor. Vomit burned his throat, splattered across stone. His shoulder blade was on fire, throbbing in time with his racing heart. He could still feel it. All of it. The blade punching through muscle, scraping bone with a sensation like fingernails on slate. The white-hot agony blooming from a single point, radiating outward in waves that stole breath and thought. The wetnessâ€”blood, so much blood, soaking his shirt, running down his chest and back in warm rivers. The coppery taste flooding his mouth, thick and vital and wrong. And the killing. Gods, the killing. The satisfaction of Willem’s windpipe collapsing beneath his fingers. The flutter of pulse fading to nothing. The weight of a body going slack, becoming meat, becoming corpse. The knowledge that justice had been served by his own hands, that treachery had earned its reward. It felt right, he realized with horror. While I was him, it felt right. His hands shook against the cold floor. He could see them tremblingâ€”his hands, not Lysander’sâ€”but the ghost sensation of crushing Willem’s throat remained. He could still feel the exact texture of the man’s skin, the desperate scratching of fingernails, the way everything had simply stopped when the light left those bulging eyes. “My lord!” Theron’s hands on his shoulders, trying to help him up. “What happened? Are youâ€”” “Don’t touch me.” Alistair crawled backward until his spine hit the wall, wrapped his arms around himself. His whole body was shaking. The phantom pain in his shoulder blade pulsed with each heartbeat, sharp and deep and utterly real despite being fifty years old. “Don’t… I need…” He couldn’t finish. The smell of copper filled his noseâ€”memory or reality, he couldn’t tell anymore. And beneath it, the sharper stench of voided bowels, of death’s final indignity. Hadrian crouched a few feet away, utterly calm, his dark eyes studying Alistair with that same clinical assessment. “You experienced the memory,” he said. Not a question. A statement of fact. “The scar triggered it.” “How did you know?” Alistair’s voice came out ragged, scraped raw. “Your father described similar experiences. Each scar carries not just the mark but the memory of how it was earned.” Hadrian’s fingers were already working his belt, adding new knots with mechanical precision. “What did you see?” “An assassination attempt.” The words felt inadequate, too small for the enormity of what he’d just lived. “Willem. The blade through his shoulder. Someone from the household tried to kill him.” Tried and failed, Lysander corrected, almost gently. And paid the price for that failure. “And you killed him,” Alistair continued, still looking at his own handsâ€”hands that remembered crushing a man’s throat, that could still feel the ghost of murder in every finger. “Strangled him. With your bare hands. While bleeding out. You held on even after he stopped moving.” “That would be Castellan Norven’s predecessor,” Hadrian said with the same flat detachment, as though discussing the weather. “Fifty-two years ago. Lysander executed him publicly the next morning. Hung him from the gatehouse until the crows had their fill.” The casual recitation of horror made Alistair’s stomach lurch again. Nothing came upâ€”he’d already emptied himselfâ€”but his body tried anyway, dry heaves that left him gasping. “How do you know that?” he managed. “It’s documented.” Hadrian gestured vaguely toward his belt. “The records are quite thorough.” Theron was staring at both of them with something approaching alarm. “My lord, you’re saying you just… lived through your father’s memory? Felt what he felt?” “Yes.” Alistair pushed himself upright on shaking legs. His shirt was still off, the morning air raising gooseflesh across his skin despite the sweat beading on his forehead. “The scar. When you touched it, something triggered. I was there. I was him. I felt the blade go in, felt his hands crushing Willem’s throat, felt the exact moment he died…” Now you understand, Lysander said quietly. This is what you inherited. Not just voices. Not just scars. Every wound I ever suffered. Every decision I made. Every person I killed. All of it, carved into your flesh, waiting to surface. Every betrayal, he added. Every justified death. “Three scars total,” Hadrian said, mostly to himself, tying more knots with quick, practiced movements. “Spiral scar day one, two manifestations day two. Acceleration factor approximately 2.3 compared to Lord Lysander’s documented progression. If the pattern holdsâ€”” “Stop.” Alistair’s voice came out harder than intended. “Stop treating me like an experiment. I’m not a specimen.” Hadrian looked up, met his gaze with those unsettling dark eyes. “With respect, my lord, you are precisely a specimen. The latest in a long line. And the more data I can gather, the better I can understand what’s happening to you.” “You can’t understand this.” “Perhaps not. But I can document it. Preserve the knowledge forâ€”” Hadrian paused, fingers still on his belt. “For future reference.” For Corwin, Alistair realized with sick certainty. He’s keeping records for when Corwin goes through this. Building a manual of horrors. Theron cleared his throat. “My lord, I strongly recommend you try to sleep tonight. Proper sleep. Your body is under tremendous stress, and without restâ€”” “No.” Alistair grabbed his shirt, pulled it on with shaking hands. The fabric felt wrong against his skin, too rough, catching on gooseflesh. “I can’t sleep. When I sleep, they’re stronger. The barriers are weaker. I need to stay awake, stay in control.” “That’s not sustainable,” Theron said firmly. “The human body can’tâ€”” “I’ll manage three days. That’s all I need. Three days to strengthen my defenses, then I canâ€”” “Three days of total sleep deprivation will kill you,” Theron interrupted. “Or damage you so severely you may never recover. I’m not speaking hypothetically, my lord. This is medical fact.” He’s right, Lysander said. As much as I hate to admit it. You’re already experiencing hallucinations, yes? Shadows that move wrong? Sounds that shouldn’t be there? Alistair didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. They all knew. “I can prepare a sleeping draught,” Hadrian offered. “Valerian and poppy, with a trace of silver. The silver has certain… calming properties when it comes to disturbed humors. We use it in the whale-oil barrels for the same principleâ€”it disrupts corruption.” “You think silver can quiet dead men’s voices?” Alistair heard the edge of hysteria in his own laugh. “I think it’s worth attempting.” Hadrian’s expression remained neutral. “If it fails, we’ve lost nothing. If it succeeds, you might sleep without the nightmares.” Alistair wanted to refuse. Wanted to insist he could handle this alone. But the memory of Lysander’s assassination attempt still burned in his shoulder bladeâ€”both the wound and the killingâ€”and he could feel two more scars beginning to form. One on his left hand. One deeper, somewhere on his back. Three days seemed like forever. THREE… DAYS… NOTHING… Rowaan rumbled from the depths. WE… HAVE… TIME… ALL… TIME… “Prepare it,” Alistair said finally. “But I’m not taking it tonight. I need to… I need to try my way first.” Theron and Hadrian exchanged a glance. The maester sighed. “As you wish, my lord. But when you change your mindâ€”and you willâ€”send for us. Don’t wait until you collapse.” “I won’t collapse.” Alistair buttoned his shirt with fingers that still trembled, still remembered the texture of Willem’s throat. “My father managed this. So will I.” He left before either of them could argue further, descending the spiral stair too quickly, needing movement and air and distance from Hadrian’s calculating eyes and the maester’s concern. Behind him, faintly, he thought he heard the soft sound of Hadrian tying more knots into his belt. Recording everything. Documenting Alistair’s descent into the same curse that had claimed Lysander, and Torvin, and Rowaan, and every Vale lord for three centuries. Three scars, he thought as he emerged into the courtyard. Only three, and already I’m losing myself. The spiral scar on his right palm pulsed in time with his heartbeat. And from somewhere deep in his mind, twenty generations whispered their approval.

*## ACT III - THE HALLUCINATION The grain stores occupied the eastern cellars beneath the keepâ€”three vast chambers carved from bedrock, cool and dry year-round. Alistair descended the narrow stair with a candle in one hand and his father’s ledger in the other. The steps were worn smooth by generations of feet, the stone walls slick with condensation. He counted steps to stay focused. Twenty-three down. The air grew colder with each one, a mercy against the fatigue-heat spreading through his skull. After the examination with Theron and Hadrian, he’d needed distance. Needed work. Needed something simple and physical that didn’t require him to think about scars appearing on his body without his knowledge, or memories that weren’t his flooding through his awareness, or the way Hadrian had looked at him like he was particularly interesting livestock. At the bottom, the first chamber opened before him: rows of wooden bins filled with wheat, barley, oats. The harvest had been adequate this year, nothing spectacular, but enough to see them through winter with some surplus for trade. Simple work. Good work. The kind of task that required attention without demanding brilliance. He set the ledger on a barrel and opened it to the last inventory. His father’s handwriting stared back at himâ€”precise, controlled, each letter formed with careful deliberation. Even Lysander’s script had been an exercise in dominance over chaos. I managed this, his father’s voice observed. Managed the estates, the politics, the voices, all of it. And I slept every night. Most nights. What makes you think you can do better by doing less? “I’m not trying to do better,” Alistair muttered. “I’m trying to survive the first week.” He began checking the first bin. The wheat looked goodâ€”golden, dry, no visible mold. He made a mark in the ledger. Moved to the next bin. The barley smelled right, nutty and clean. Another mark. The candlelight threw strange shadows against the stone walls. They seemed to move independent of the flame, reaching toward him with elongated fingers. Not real. Just tired eyes playing tricks. He kept working. By the fourth bin, his thoughts began to drift. The grain blurred into abstract textureâ€”he was looking at it but not seeing it, his mind wandering to the nightmare, to Corwin’s hug at breakfast, to the sensation of Lysander’s memory flooding through him. How long could he keep this up? Three days seemed manageable, but his father had documented week-long insomniac episodes during the first year of his possession. I had no choice,** Lysander said. The voices wouldn’t let me sleep. You’re choosing this. There’s a difference. Is it? He finished the inventory just as his candle guttered low. The grain counts matched the castellan’s records within acceptable variance. No rot visible. No weevil damage. Small victory. He climbed back up the twenty-three steps, emerged into afternoon light that seemed too bright, too sharp. He squinted against it, shielding his eyes. The council meeting. He’d promised to attend.



The afternoon council met in the lord’s solar, a smaller chamber off the great hall. Alistair had to cross through the main corridor to reach itâ€”a long passage lined with portraits of Vale lords stretching back generations. Lysander’s face stared down at him from fresh paint, eyes following as he passed. Next to it hung Torvin’s portrait from fifty years prior, the grandfather Alistair had never known except as a voice in his head. The corridor smelled of old stone and beeswax polish. His footsteps echoed against the vaulted ceiling. Afternoon light slanted through the high windows, throwing long shadows across the floor. Alistair walked, counting portraits to stay focused. Twenty-three lords. Twenty-three generations. Twenty-three voices waiting to speak. Ahead, a figure stepped into the corridor. Alistair stopped. The man wore the dress uniform of a Vale lordâ€”formal doublet in deep blue, the spiral insignia embroidered in silver thread across the chest. His face was… familiar. Wrong, but familiar. Like looking into a warped mirror that showed an older, harder version of himself. Lysander. His father stood in the corridor fifty feet ahead, watching him with those cold, assessing eyes. Solid. Real. Casting a shadow on the stone floor. I’m not there, Lysander’s voice said inside Alistair’s head, a disorienting doubling of sensation. The voice came from within while the figure stood without. That’s not me. But it looked like Lysander. Moved like him. Had his particular way of standing with weight on his left foot, right hand resting near his belt where he’d always kept a knife. “Father?” Alistair’s voice came out thin, uncertain. The figure’s head turned. Too far. Too fast. The neck twisted at an angle no living spine could manageâ€”a full rotation that left the face upside-down, jaw hanging slack, eyes rolled back to show nothing but whites. Then the mouth opened. Wider. Wider still. The jaw unhinged like a serpent’s, dropping until it nearly touched the chest. From that impossible maw came a soundâ€”wet, gurgling, like drowning in thick liquid. Blood poured from the open mouth, splashing onto the stone floor in rhythmic pulses that matched Alistair’s racing heartbeat. The figure lurched forward. Not walking. The legs bent backward at the knees, bones cracking with each movement. Arms extended, fingers elongating, joints popping as they stretched beyond human proportion. The thing wearing his father’s face skittered toward him like an insect, leaving a trail of blood across the stone. RUN, Lysander screamed inside his head. THAT’S NOT REAL BUT RUN ANYWAY. Alistair’s legs locked. Terror froze him in place. The thing was ten feet away now. Five. He could smell itâ€”rot and copper and something sweet like overripe fruit. The spiral insignia on its chest pulsed, silver thread turning black, spreading like infection across the fabric. Its hand reached for him. Those too-long fingers, nails yellowed and cracked, reaching for his face. Alistair moved. Not backward. Forward. He drove his fist into the thing’s chest. His knuckles met solid fleshâ€”too solid, like punching stone. Pain exploded up his arm but he didn’t care. He hit it again. Again. Rage burning through terror, exhaustion forgotten in the need to destroy this thing that wore his father’s shape. “NOT REAL!” he roared, slamming his fist into its face. The skin split. Blood splattered. But underneathâ€”no bone, no skull. Just more blood and something that writhed, maggot-pale and slick. The thing grabbed his wrist. Its grip was ice cold, fingers sinking into his flesh like hooks. Where it touched, his skin turned gray, spreading up his forearm in mottled patches. Alistair threw himself backward, yanking free. He stumbled, crashed into a side table. The vase atop it shattered on the stone floor. Without thinking, he grabbed a pottery shardâ€”jagged, sharp enough to cut. The thing advanced. That broken-jointed walk, head still twisted wrong, mouth still gaping. Blood dripped from its chin, pooling around its backward-bent feet. Alistair slashed with the shard. Cut across the thing’s chest, splitting the doublet. The fabric parted to reveal pale flesh beneath, and carved into that fleshâ€”scars. Dozens of them. Hundreds. The spiral pattern repeated across every inch of skin, overlapping, infected, weeping clear fluid. His future. His body in six months. One year. NO, he thought savagely, and drove the shard into the thing’s throat. It made a soundâ€”high and keening, like wind through a broken window. Blood erupted from the wound, spraying across Alistair’s face, his chest, his hands. Hot and thick and real-feeling, even though none of this was real, none of itâ€” The thing collapsed. Fell forward. Alistair stepped back but not fast enoughâ€”it grabbed his ankle as it went down, pulling him off balance. He fell hard. His head cracked against stone. Stars exploded across his vision. The thing was on top of him now, that ruined face inches from his own, breath reeking of spoiled meat. “GET OFF!” Alistair bucked, thrashed, tried to throw it off. His hands found its throatâ€”cold flesh, no pulseâ€”and he squeezed. Squeezed until his fingers cramped, until his knuckles went white, untilâ€” Hands grabbed him from behind. Real hands, warm and strong. “My lord! My lord, stop!” Alistair fought them. Whoever they were, they were with the thing, they were trying to help itâ€” “There’s nothing there! My lord, you’re alone!” The voice cut through. Familiar. Ser Brynmor. Alistair blinked. The thing vanished. One moment he was choking it, the next his hands closed on empty air. He knelt on the corridor floor, surrounded by broken pottery, blood streaming from his split knuckles where he’d punched stone walls in his frenzy. Three guards stood around him. Weapons half-drawn, expressions caught between fear and duty. Ser Brynmor knelt beside him, hands raised in a calming gesture. “My lord,” Brynmor said carefully. “You attacked the wall. Screaming. We thought you were… we thought…” The corridor was intact. No blood except his own. The table he’d crashed into lay on its side, the vase shattered. Gouges in the plaster where his fists had connected, thinking he was hitting something else. Hallucination, Lysander said quietly. Complete break from reality. This is what exhaustion does. Alistair looked at his hands. Knuckles torn open, bleeding freely. His right palm throbbedâ€”the spiral scar had split along its edges, fresh blood welling up. “I saw…” he started, then stopped. How could he explain? “I thought… something was…” “It’s all right, my lord.” Brynmor stood, offered a hand. “You’ve been through a great ordeal. The ritualâ€”” “I need to get to the meeting,” Alistair said, ignoring the offered hand. He pushed himself upright. His legs shook but held. “The council is waiting.” “My lord, perhaps you should rest. We can postponeâ€”” “No.” Alistair looked at the guards. Saw fear in their eyes. Fear of him. “Tell no one about this. Understood?” They glanced at each other. Brynmor nodded slowly. “As you command.” Alistair walked past them, leaving bloody footprints on the stone. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking. The corridor stretched before himâ€”normal now, just a hallwayâ€”but he could still smell the rot, still feel those ice-cold fingers on his wrist. That could have been worse, Lysander observed. You could have attacked them. Thinking they were the hallucination. The thought made Alistair’s stomach turn. He reached the solar door. Pressed his bloody hand against it, feeling the grain of the wood. Real. Solid. He could trust this. He opened the door and entered the solar.



ACT IV - THE COUNCIL



Six men sat around the oak table: Castellan Norven, Master-at-Arms Godric, Steward Alwin, Father Tommen from the sept, and two minor noblesâ€”Ser Morven and Lord Petyr. They all looked up as he entered. Their eyes went to his bloody hands. Watch Morven, Lysander supplied. His family wavers. “My lords,” Alistair said, settling into his father’s chair. He deliberately placed his bloody hands flat on the tableâ€”a statement. Let them see. Let them wonder. “Thank you for your patience.” Silence. The kind that precedes difficult questions. Castellan Norven broke it. “My lord… are you injured?” “Training accident.” The lie came smoothly. “The report, please.” Norven slid a document across the table, careful not to touch Alistair’s hand. “The winter report, my lord. Food stores, troop readiness, repairs.” Alistair scanned it. The words threatened to swim but he focused, using pain from his knuckles to anchor concentration. “The northern tower. Critical repair. Explain.” “Foundation crumbling, my lord. Original construction from Lord Torvin’s timeâ€”” My tower, Torvin rumbled. Good stone. If it’s falling now, someone failed to maintain it. “â€”needs complete replacement. Three months’ work, four hundred gold.” Four hundred gold. Significant expense. Alistair caught Lord Petyr and Ser Morven exchanging glances. Calculating. Testing. “The harvest was adequate,” Petyr said carefully. “But four hundred gold is… considerable. Perhaps we should defer until spring? Wait to see how winter stores hold?” He’s testing your nerve, Lysander hissed. Your father would never hesitate on essential repairs. “A crumbling tower isn’t a spring concern,” Alistair said. “It’s a collapse waiting to happen. Four hundred gold now or four thousand in damages when it falls. Approved. Use local masons.” He watched Petyr’s jaw tighten. Good. “Timber sales?” Alistair continued, not giving them time to regroup. Steward Alwin cleared his throat. “Below projections, my lord. House Marrick is offering better rates for western oak. Some of our regular buyers are considering switching.” “Counter-offer. Match their rate for the first shipment, lock in yearly contracts after.” “That would reduce our profit margin significantlyâ€”” “It would maintain our trade relationships.” Alistair leaned forward, and something in his expression made Alwin lean back. “Profit means nothing if we lose all our buyers. Secure the contracts.” More glances exchanged. He was being too aggressive. Too decisive. Lords didn’t make snap decisions in councilâ€”they deliberated, discussed, built consensus. You’re doing fine, Lysander said. They need to see strength, not consensus. “Border concerns,” Godric said, trying to move things along. “House Harrow has increased patrols along the southern march. Nothing overtly hostile, but… visible.” “How visible?” “Twenty men. Rotating shifts. They’re making a show of it.” Testing, Lysander said. Wondering if the new lord can hold what he inherited. “Increase our patrols,” Alistair said. “Match their numbers. Ser Morvenâ€”your lands border Harrow territory. Add ten men to your holdings. Consider it my personal guard, paid from Vale coffers.” Ser Morven blinked, surprised. “My lord, that’s… generous.” “It’s strategic. Your people watch them, we stay informed, and Harrow sees we’re not reducing defenses during transition.” Good, Lysander approved. Buy his loyalty while showing strength. The meeting continued. Alistair made decisionsâ€”some from Lysander’s whispered advice, some from his own judgment, no longer certain where one ended and the other began. His bloody handprints stayed on the table’s surface. No one mentioned them again. When they finally dispersed, Castellan Norven lingered. “My lord… may I speak freely?” “You may.” “The servants are… concerned. You’re pushing yourself very hard. Since the ritualâ€”” “I’m adjusting.” “Are you?” Norven’s weathered face showed genuine care. He’d served three Vale lords. Seen Torvin’s iron rule, Lysander’s cold control, now Alistair’s… whatever this was. “Because from where I stand, you look like a man at the edge of collapse.” He’s right, Lysander said quietly. “I’ll rest when Vale is secure.” Alistair stood, using the table for support. “Thank you for your concern, Castellan. But I know my limits.” Do you? Norven studied him for a long moment, then bowed. “As you say, my lord.” He left. The solar emptied. Alistair stood alone in the space, looking at his bloody handprints on the council table. Evidence of his presence. Proof he was still here. For now.



The armory inspection was meant to be simpleâ€”count the swords, check the maintenance, ensure readiness. Alistair descended the stairs to the lower bailey where weapons were stored in a long, vaulted chamber that smelled of oil and steel. Ser Brynmor stood among the weapon racks, overseeing two squires cleaning mail. He looked up as Alistair entered, and something flickered across his faceâ€”concern, quickly masked. “My lord. I wasn’t expecting you.” “I wanted to check our readiness.” Alistair moved to the nearest rack, running his hand along a row of longswords. The steel felt cold under his fingers. Real. Solid. Anchor points. “Inventory.” Brynmor dismissed the squires with a gesture, waited until they’d left. Then: “My lord, may I speak freely?” Here it comes, Lysander said. The loyal knight expresses concern. They always do. “Of course.” “You don’t look well.” Brynmor’s blunt soldier’s honesty. “You haven’t looked well since the ritual, but today… my lord, forgive me, but you look like death. When did you last sleep?” “I’m managing.” “Are you?” Brynmor stepped closer. “Because from where I’m standing, you look like you’re about to collapse. And if you do, in the middle of everything else we’re dealing withâ€”” “I said I’m managing.” Alistair heard ice creep into his voiceâ€”his voice or his father’s, he couldn’t tell anymore. “You may go.”

Brynmor hesitated, then bowed. “As you wish, my lord.”

He left, but not before Alistair caught his expression. Not just concern. Calculation. Wondering perhaps if Vale needed new leadership.

The door closed. Silence.

Then softer footsteps. Elena entered through the side door, the one that connected to their private chambers. She wore a simple day dress, her hair loose around her shoulders. In her hands, a basin of water and clean cloth.

“I heard you were here,” she said quietly. “Bleeding.”

“It’s nothing.”

She set the basin down, took his injured hand without asking. Her touch was gentle but firm. The water was warm. She began cleaning the split knuckles.

“You hit the wall again?”

“The floor this time.”

“Ah. Variety.” Her tone was light but her eyes were serious, focused on his wounds. “The servants are frightened.”

“They should be.”

“Of you or for you?”

He didn’t answer. Couldn’t.

Elena worked in silence for a moment, cleaning blood from torn skin. Then: “Do you remember our wedding night?”

The question surprised him. “Of course.”

“You were so nervous. The great Lord’s son, terrified of disappointing me.” She smiled slightly. “Your hands shook when you undressed me.”

“I was twenty. You were… perfect.”

“I was eighteen and just as frightened.” She moved to his other hand, checking for damage. “But you were so gentle. So careful with me. That’s when I knew I could love youâ€”not because you were strong, but because you were careful with your strength.”

Her thumb traced the edge of his spiral scar, not quite touching it.

“I need that careful man back,” she whispered. “Not the lord. Not the heir. Just… Alistair. The man who held me that night like I was something precious.”

“I’m trying to be him.”

“I know.” She cupped his face in her hands, forced him to meet her eyes. “But you’re disappearing. Bit by bit. And I’m watching it happen and I don’t know how to help.”

“You can’t help. No one can.”

“Then let me just… be here. With you. While you’re still you.”

She kissed him. Soft at first, then deeper. Desperate. Like she was trying to reach through the exhaustion and voices to find the man she’d married.

For a moment, it worked. The voices quieted. The world narrowed to just herâ€”her warmth, her scent, the way she sighed against his mouth.

Then Torvin stirred. FEMALE. OURS. TAKE.

Alistair pulled back, breathing hard. “I can’t. They’reâ€””

“I know.” Elena’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “They’re watching. They’re always watching. But they don’t get this. This is ours.”

She kissed him again, gentler this time. A claim. A promise. Then she pulled back, gathered the basin and bloodied cloths.

“I’ll be in our chambers,” she said quietly. “If you decide you want to remember what it feels like to be human.”

She left through the side door. The armory settled into silence broken only by the distant clang of the blacksmith’s hammer. Alistair returned to the inventory, but the numbers wouldn’t stay in his head. He’d count swords, turn to note it down, and forget the number. Count again. Turn. Forget. On the third attempt, he gave up. The armory’s shadows were doing that thing again where they moved independent of the light. He touched the spiral scarâ€”pressed hard enough to make his vision white out briefly. But when the pain faded, the fog rolled back in. He left, emerged into the courtyard. The sun had set while he’d been workingâ€”the sky a deep purple shading to black. Torches burned along the walls. Normal evening activities. Then his legs buckled. No warning. One moment standing, the next his knees hit stone hard enough that he heard something crackâ€”cartilage or bone, he couldn’t tell. Pain shot up his thighs, white-hot and sharp. His hands caught the ground before his face could follow. SLEEP, Lysander commanded. Not a suggestion. An order backed by will. Alistair’s eyelids drooped. Heavy. So heavy. Like someone had tied weights to them. No. He bit down on his tongue. Hard. Blood filled his mouth, copper and heat. The pain shocked his eyes open. FOOLISH BOY, Lysander snarled. YOU NEED REST. His arms started to fold. Not his choice. They were bending, lowering him toward the ground. Toward sleep. Toward surrender. His muscles moved against his will, tendons pulling wrong, bones grinding in their sockets as two sets of intentions fought for control of the same flesh. Alistair locked his elbows. Fought his own muscles. His arms shook with the effort of opposing forcesâ€”his will against theirs. The spiral scar on his palm split wider, fresh blood welling up, running down his wrist. SLEEP, Torvin joined in. Raw command. BODY NEEDS. SLEEP NOW. Both of them. Pushing together. His vision grayed at the edges. The courtyard tilted. A guard approached, concern on his face. “My lord? Are youâ€”” “STAY BACK!” The words ripped from Alistair’s throat. Too loud. Too desperate. Not entirely his voiceâ€”something of Lysander’s contempt in it, Torvin’s snarl. The guard froze, hand dropping to his sword. Alistair drove his fist into the cobblestones. Once. Twice. Three times. The impact split knuckles. Blood painted stone. But the pain was clean. Real. His. The ancestors recoiled slightly. Just enough. He pushed to his feet. Swayed. His body wanted to fall. They wanted him to fall. His left leg gave out halfway up and he crashed sideways into the stone well-housing, shoulder cracking against it hard enough to leave him gasping. THIS IS POINTLESS RESISTANCE, Lysander said coldly. YOUR BODY WILL FAIL. YOU’LL COLLAPSE. MIGHT AS WELL CONTROL THE WHEN AND WHERE. “Not yet,” Alistair gasped. Blood dripped from his mouth where he’d bitten his tongue. From his hand where he’d struck stone. From his palm where the scar had split. “Not… yet.” He started walking. One foot. Then the other. Movement helped. If he stopped, they’d pull him down again. Each step was a negotiation between his will and theirs, muscles firing and misfiring, balance constantly adjusting. The guard watched him go, hand on his sword. Afraid. Of his lord. Of what his lord was becoming. Another guard joined him, whispering urgently. They didn’t stop him, but they followed at a distance. Watching. Waiting for him to fall. Good, Alistair thought viciously. Watch. See me refuse. He made it to the wall-walk stairs. Started climbing. His legs protestedâ€”exhausted, shaking, pushed beyond endurance. But the ancestors couldn’t make him sleep if he kept moving. Physics wouldn’t allow it. Halfway up, vertigo hit. The world spun. Stairs became walls became ceiling. Alistair grabbed the rope handrail, held tight. His hands were slick with blood. The rope burned against split knuckles. LET GO, Torvin urged. FALL. SLEEP. HEAL. His fingers started to loosen. One by one. Opening against his will. He watched his own hand betray him, tendons moving under skin, bones shifting, grip releasingâ€” No. Alistair slammed his forehead into the stone wall. Stars exploded across his vision. Fresh blood, warm on his face. His nose crunchedâ€”not broken, but close. But his hand clenched tight on the rope again, sticky with blood but holding. YOU’RE DESTROYING YOURSELF, Lysander observed with something almost like concern. THIS HELPS NO ONE. “Helps me,” Alistair mumbled through bloody lips. “Keeps me… me.” He looked down at his hands gripping the rope. His right palmâ€”the spiral scar had split completely now, edges peeling back like flower petals. He could see deeper layers underneath, raw and seeping. And in the wound, something moved. A dark line, threading through the meat of his palm. Another scar forming from the inside out. Real-time body horror. His flesh rewriting itself while he watched. He resumed climbing. Each step a battle. Each breath a victory. The ancestors pushed and pulled, tried to trip him, tried to make his eyes close, tried to force unconsciousness. Behind him, he heard the guards arguingâ€”should they help him? Should they stop him? What do you do when your lord is destroying himself on the stairs? But pain kept him present. Blood in his mouth. Throbbing knuckles. Aching forehead. Split palm with its dark threading scar. Each wound an anchor to consciousness. He reached the top. The battlements. Cold wind hit his face, sharp enough to cut through the fog, carrying the smell of winter coming. Alistair gripped the parapet, leaving bloody handprints on the stone, and breathed.

Alistair started walking. No destination in mind, just movement. Movement kept him awake. If he stopped, his eyes would close.

Behind his eyes, the ancestors seethed. Waiting. They had time. He didn’t.

But for nowâ€”this moment, this breathâ€”he was still in control.

The courtyard became the inner ward became the battlements. He climbed to the wall-walk, legs protesting each step. Cold wind hit his face at the top. Winter wind, sharp and clean. It helped. He stood at the parapet, looking out over Castle Vale. Lights in windows. Smoke from chimneys. The dark forest beyond the walls, trees swaying. Beautiful and alien. Like looking at a painting of somewhere he used to know. This is your home, Lysander said quietly. Your responsibility. And you’re destroying yourself trying to protect it. “I’m trying to stay in control.” Control is an illusion. I thought I had it. Torvin thought he had it. Rowaan… Rowaan never cared about control. He just learned to ride the possession like a man rides a wild horse. “I’m not Rowaan.” NO… the First Lord whispered from the depths. SOFTER… WEAKER… MORE… HUMAN… HARDER… FOR… YOU… Below, in the training yard, he could see Corwin playing with his wooden sword. Laughing. Happy. Alive. Alistair’s chest constricted. He wanted to go down there, hold his son close. But he couldn’t trust himself. Not with exhaustion making everything feel distant and wrong. Not with his hands shaking and thoughts fractured. What if he hurt him again? What ifâ€” “My lord?” A guard stood nearby, torch in hand, expression concerned. “Are you well? You’ve been up here for some time.” Had he? Time was elastic again. What felt like minutes might have been an hour. “I’m fine. Just… thinking.” “It’s cold tonight, my lord. Perhaps you should go inside?” “Soon.” The guard continued his patrol. Alistair listened to his footsteps fade, leaving him alone with the wind and the voices. You can’t keep this up, Lysander said. Your body is failing. Let it fail, Torvin countered. We’ll still be here when it recovers. IF… RECOVERS… Rowaan added. NOT… ALL… VESSELS… SURVIVE… BREAKING… Alistair looked at his hands. In the torchlight, they looked wrong. Too pale, fingers too long, the spiral scar almost black now. Were they his hands? He flexed them. Watched the fingers move. Tried to convince himself they belonged to him. The uncertainty was terrifying.



ACT V - THE UNRAVELING



He descended from the battlements carefully, one hand on the wall for balance. The stones were so cold they burned. Or maybe his hands were so cold the stones felt warm. He couldn’t tell anymore. The great hall was mostly empty. Dinner had finished. Servants were clearing tables. The evening fire burned in the great hearth, throwing dancing shadows. Elena sat at the high table, talking quietly with Father Tommen. She looked up as Alistair entered, and her expression shifted through several emotions too quickly to parse. She excused herself from the priest and crossed to him. “You missed dinner.” “I was working.” “You’re always working.” She touched his face, her hand warm against his skin. “You’re freezing. How long were you outside?” “I don’t know.” Something in his voice made her eyes sharpen. “Alistair. When did you last sleep?” “Last night.” The lie came automatically. “No, you didn’t. I was there, remember? You left the chamber before midnight and never came back.” Had he? The timeline was confused in his mind. Breakfast seemed like days ago. The examination seemed like it happened to someone else. Time had lost its linear quality. “I’m fine,” he said. The phrase was wearing grooves into his tongue. “You’re not.” Elena’s hand moved to his, gripping tight. “You’re scaring me. You look like a ghost. You’re shaking. Your eyes…” She stopped, swallowed hard. “Alistair, please. Whatever you’re trying to prove, it’s not worth destroying yourself.” She doesn’t understand, Lysander said. She can’t. She’s never had twenty dead men screaming in her skull. “I’m trying to establish control,” Alistair explained. “If I can just stay awake long enough to strengthen my defenses, to build up walls between me and themâ€”” “By not sleeping?” Elena’s grip tightened. “Alistair, listen to yourself. This isn’t control. This is desperation.” She’s right, Lysander said, and for once there was no mockery in it. You’re fighting the wrong battle. “Maybe,” Alistair admitted. His voice sounded hollow. “But it’s the only battle I know how to fight right now.” Elena searched his face, looking for somethingâ€”reassurance, sanity, the man she’d married. Whatever she sought, she didn’t seem to find it. Her expression crumpled slightly before she smoothed it away, replacing emotion with practiced composure. “I can’t force you to rest,” she said quietly. “But I can tell you that I’m afraid. For you. For us. For what’s happening.” “I know.” “Do you?” He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her, feeling the warmth of her body and the place where their second child grew between them. Another future victim of this curse. Another boyâ€”he was certain it would be a boyâ€”who would one day stand where Alistair stood now, fighting this same losing battle. “I’ll be careful,” he whispered into her hair. “I promise.” She held him for a long moment, then pulled back. Studied his face one more time. Made some kind of decision he couldn’t read. “I’ll have the servants bring extra candles to your study,” she said. “And food. You need to eat even if you won’t sleep.” “Thank you.” She kissed him once, softly, then stepped back. “I won’t wait up.” “I know.” He watched her leave the great hall, her posture straight and controlled. Watched the door close behind her. Felt the last anchor to normal life slip away. The hall was nearly empty now. Just a few servants finishing cleanup, careful not to meet his eyes. Father Tommen had left. The fire burned low. Alistair stood alone in the space that should have been his. In the hall where generations of his ancestors had ruled. Where they still ruled, in a way, through him. Back to the study, Lysander advised. More work. Keep moving. “Yes,” Alistair agreed. He climbed the stairs to his study, each step an effort. The desk where Lysander had documented his own possession. The shelves lined with journals. The window overlooking the courtyard where Corwin had finally been called inside. Alistair lit more candles. Opened another journal. Stared at his father’s precise handwriting until the letters lost meaning.

An hour passed. Maybe two. Time had lost meaning.

The door opened without warning. No knock. Lord Petyr entered, followed by Ser Morven. Two men who should have been abed.

“My lord,” Petyr said. No deference in his tone. “We need to speak.”

TROUBLE, Lysander warned. THEY’VE BEEN PLOTTING.

Alistair set down the journal. “It’s late for meetings.”

“It’s late for many things.” Petyr moved closer. Sharp features, calculating eyes. “You missed dinner. Again. The servants are whispering about their lord bleeding in the courtyard. Talking to himself on the battlements.”

“Servants always whisper.”

“Not like this.” Ser Morven stepped forward. Younger, ambitious. “They’re saying the ritual broke you. That you can’t handle the voices. That Vale needs… stability.”

The word hung heavy. Stability. Code for replacement.

THEY’RE TESTING YOU, Lysander said urgently. SHOW WEAKNESS AND THEY MOVE.

“Are you questioning my fitness?” Alistair kept his voice level.

“We’re expressing concern,” Petyr said smoothly. “Your father managed the transition more gracefully.”

“My father had decades to perfect his mask.”

“Your father didn’t look like death walking. Didn’t fall to his knees in public. Didn’tâ€””

Alistair stood. Slow. Controlled. Every muscle protesting.

“Lord Petyr. Your taxes are three months overdue. Your son gambles with money you don’t have. Your wife shares her bed with your stable master.”

Petyr went white. “Howâ€””

“Ser Morven. You’ve been writing to Lord Gareth about switching allegiances. You think he offers better terms.” Alistair stepped around the desk, using furniture for subtle support. “My father kept records. About everyone. Every secret. Every weakness.”

GOOD, Lysander approved. USE THEIR FEAR.

“If you question my fitness,” Alistair continued, “challenge me. Formally. Trial by combat. Right now.”

They looked at him. Saw exhaustion. Blood. Swaying stance.

But also something else. Something in his eyes. Not quite madness. Not quite sanity.

“We meant no offense,” Petyr said carefully. “Simply concern for Vale.”

“Vale is my burden.” Alistair moved to the door, opened it. “Leave. Before I decide concern looks like treason.”

They left quickly.

Alistair closed the door. Leaned against it. Legs shaking. That had cost him.

THEY’LL TALK, Lysander warned. SPREAD DOUBT.

Let them, Alistair thought. Fear outweighs doubt. For now.

Outside, night deepened toward its darkest hours. And the first full day of his vigil became the first full night.

*## ACT VI - THE ACCIDENT Morning came but brought no relief. Alistair stood at the study window watching servants cross the courtyard below, their movements sharp and jerky like badly painted marionettes. Or perhaps that was his vision stuttering, his exhausted brain skipping frames like a damaged manuscript. Hard to tell anymore what was real and what was his mind filling in gaps. He’d pissed in the chamber pot an hour agoâ€”or had it been ten minutes?â€”and couldn’t remember walking to it or back. Just fragments: standing at the window, then standing at the pot, then at the window again. The moments between had simply vanished. Microsleeps, Lysander explained clinically. Your brain is stealing rest in seconds-long intervals. You won’t notice them, but they’ll accumulate. Eventually you’ll blink and hours will be gone. “I’m aware,” Alistair muttered. His voice sounded thick, words catching on his tongue like they were made of wool. Are you? Because you’re swaying. He looked down at his feet. They seemed very far away. When had the floor gotten so distant? He tried to stand straighter and overcorrected, stumbling against the desk. His hip caught the corner hard enough to send pain radiating down his leg. Good. Pain meant awake. The door opened. Elena entered carrying a trayâ€”bread, cheese, sliced apples, tea. She set it on the desk, then stood looking at him with an expression that made his chest ache. “You didn’t come to bed again,” she said. “I was working.” “You’re barely standing.” She moved closer, studying his face. Her hand rose as if to touch his cheek, then stopped. “Your eyes, Alistair. The whites are bloodshot. And your pupilsâ€”they’re too large. Like you’ve been drinking belladonna.” “I’m fine.” “You’re not.” Her voice carried a brittle edge he’d rarely heard. “This isn’t grief anymore. This isn’t adjustment. This is something else, and you won’t tell me what.” He wanted to explain. Wanted to tell her about the nightmares, about Corwin’s heart in his hands, about the certainty that sleep meant surrender. But the words tangled in his exhausted brain, and what came out was: “I need more time.” “Time for what? To collapse?” Her hand finally made contact, fingers pressing against his forehead. Cool against his skin. “You’re burning up.” Was he? He felt cold. Had felt cold since midnight, a chill that seemed to come from inside his bones rather than the air around him. “Fever,” Elena continued. She turned toward the door. “I’m sending for the maester again.” “No.” The word came out sharper than he intended. “No maesters. It’ll pass.” She rounded on him. “Will it? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re dying by inches and you’re too stubborn to admit it.” She’s not wrong, Torvin observed unhelpfully. “Three more days,” Alistair said, though the number felt arbitrary now, a goalpost that kept receding. “That’s all I need. Three more days to establish control, thenâ€”” “Then what?” Elena’s voice rose. “Then you’ll sleep? You think after three days of this you’ll just close your eyes and rest peacefully? Your body will be so damaged you won’t recover for weeks. If you recover at all.” She was right. Some distant, rational part of him knew she was right. But the larger partâ€”the part that still tasted dream-blood in his mouth, that still felt his son’s heart beating against his palmsâ€”that part insisted sleep was death. Sleep was surrender. Sleep is necessary, Lysander said quietly. Even I knew that. Even in the worst of it, I slept. “You don’t understand,” Alistair told Elena. Told them all. “When I sleep, I lose control. They’re stronger. They canâ€”” He stopped. He’d said too much. Elena’s eyes widened. “They? The voices? Alistair, what are they making you do?” “Nothing. They’re not making me do anything.” He pressed his palm against his forehead, trying to organize scattered thoughts. “But in dreams, the boundaries are weaker. I’m more vulnerable. If I can just stay awake long enough to strengthen my defensesâ€”” “You’re not strengthening anything. You’re breaking yourself.” The truth of it hung between them. Alistair searched for an argument and found nothing. His mind felt like a room filled with fogâ€”he knew there were thoughts in there somewhere, but he couldn’t see them clearly enough to grasp. “Eat something,” Elena said finally. The fight drained from her voice, leaving only weariness. “At least do that.” She left before he could respond. The door closed with a soft click that sounded like defeat. Alistair looked at the tray. The bread seemed to pulse slightly, expanding and contracting with each breath he tookâ€”or was the bread breathing? The apples were too red, an unnatural crimson that hurt to look at. He picked up a piece of cheese. It felt slimy between his fingers despite being dry. He forced himself to eat it anyway. Chewed mechanically. Swallowed. The taste was distant, irrelevant. Food was fuel. His body needed fuel even if his mind was eating itself. Good boy,** Lysander said. At least you haven’t completely lost your senses. Outside, the sun climbed higher. Another day. How many now? Two? Three? The count slipped away from him like water through fingers.



Alistair made it to midday before things went truly wrong. He’d forced himself through the morning by staying in motionâ€”walking the battlements, inspecting the armory (again? hadn’t he done that yesterday? or was that tomorrow?), checking on the progress at the northern tower. Physical movement kept him tethered to the waking world. Standing still was dangerous. Standing still meant his eyes would close, just for a moment, just to rest, and thenâ€” He blinked and found himself in the training yard. Had he walked here? He must have. His boots were dusty from crossing the courtyard. But the journey itself had vanished from memory, leaving only the arrival. Ser Brynmor was drilling the men through sword forms, their blades flashing in the noon sun. Steel catching light, throwing dazzling reflections that stabbed into Alistair’s eyes. He squinted against the brightness, trying to focus on the patterns, the discipline, the ordered violence. Corwin was there too, wooden sword in hand, mimicking the adults with fierce concentration. His form was sloppy but enthusiastic. Brynmor corrected his grip, adjusted his stance. The boy nodded solemnly and tried again. He’s too young, Lysander observed. You started training at seven. Five is absurd. I started at four, Torvin countered. Held a blade before I could write my name. Made me strong. Made you brutal, Lysander shot back. Same thing. Their voices overlapped in Alistair’s skull, arguing through him, using his thoughts as a battlefield. He pressed his thumb into the spiral scar, but the pain seemed distant now, ineffective. The voices continued their debate. He should leave. Should go back inside where there were fewer stimuli, fewer chances for accidents. But his feet wouldn’t move. Or they were moving and he couldn’t feel it. One or the other. “My lord?” Brynmor had crossed the yard and stood before him, concerned. “Are you well?” Alistair opened his mouth to answer and no sound came out. He tried again, forcing words past a throat that felt lined with sand. “Fine. Just… watching.” “You look pale.” Brynmor glanced back at the drilling men, then lowered his voice. “Perhaps you should rest, my lord. The men are performing adequatelyâ€”you don’t need to observe.” He thinks you’re weak, Torvin rumbled. Sees you swaying like a drunkard and thinks you’re unfit to rule. “I’m fine,” Alistair repeated. The words felt rehearsed, automatic. How many times had he said them in the last two days? Dozens? Hundreds? They’d become a prayer to a god that wasn’t listening. Corwin ran over, wooden sword dragging in the dirt behind him. “Father! Did you see? I did the overhead block just like Ser Brynmor showed me!” “I saw,” Alistair lied. He had no memory of the last five minutes. Ten minutes? Time was slippery. “Good work.” “Can you show me the riposte? Ser Brynmor said I have to wait, but you’re my father, you can show me if you want.” Brynmor cleared his throat. “My lord, perhaps not today. The boy needs to master his basics first, and you seemâ€”” “I can show him.” Alistair stepped forward. His legs felt like wood, stiff and disconnected, but they moved. He reached for the practice blade racked against the fence. His hand closed around the grip. The weight felt wrongâ€”too heavy or too light, he couldn’t tell which. His proprioception was failing, the sense of where his body ended and the world began blurring. He adjusted, compensating. Found his stance. This is a mistake, Lysander warned. But Corwin was looking at him with such trust, such excitement. His son. A child who would one day have to perform the Salt Communion. Who would have to eat his father’s heart. Who would have to carry these same voices, endure this same curse. Unless Alistair could break it. Unless he could find a way to master the possession so thoroughly that when Corwin’s turn came, there would be guidance. Protection. A map through the horror. “Watch closely,” Alistair said. His voice sounded hollow, like it was coming from the bottom of a well. “The riposte comes after a successful parry. You deflect your opponent’s blade, then immediately counterattack while they’re off-balance.” He demonstrated slowly, moving through the form. Parry high, twist, thrust forward. Simple. Basic. He’d done it ten thousand times. But his body wasn’t responding properly. The parry was too wide. The twist too sharp. He stumbled, caught himself, tried to recover the form. Corwin watched with furrowed concentration, trying to follow. “Now you try,” Alistair said. The boy mimicked the movementâ€”clumsy, unpracticed, but enthusiastic. His wooden sword whistled through empty air. “Good,” Alistair said. “Again.” Corwin repeated the form. Better this time. The boy was a natural, just as Alistair had been. Just as Lysander had been. Just as all the Vale lords going back to Rowaan had been. Warriors in their blood. Violence in their bones. Show him properly, Torvin urged. You’re being too gentle. Combat isn’t gentle. “Here,” Alistair said, adjusting his grip on the practice blade. “I’ll attack, you defend and riposte. Slowly.” Brynmor stepped forward. “My lord, perhapsâ€”” Alistair swung. Not hard. Just a testing blow, the kind of gentle strike meant for teaching. But his depth perception was wrong, his timing off by half a secondâ€”or a full secondâ€”everything delayed, the signal from brain to muscle traveling through thick mud. The blade came down faster than he intended. Corwin raised his wooden sword to blockâ€”too slow, form wrong, completely unready. The practice blade struck the boy’s shoulder. Not hard. Nothing broken. But hard enough that Corwin cried out and stumbled back, his wooden sword falling from his grip. Hard enough to hurt. Hard enough that the red mark would bloom into a bruise. Time froze. Alistair stared at his son, at the red mark already forming on the boy’s shoulder, at the shocked tears gathering in his eyes. Stared at the practice blade in his own handâ€”the weapon that had just hurt his child. Told you, Lysander said grimly. Brynmor was moving, scooping Corwin up, checking the injury. The boy was crying now, not from serious pain but from shock, from the betrayal of his father striking him. “I’m sorry,” Alistair heard himself saying. “I didn’t meanâ€”the blade slippedâ€”I’m sorryâ€”” Brynmor’s face was carefully neutral, but his eyes spoke volumes. Judgment. Assessment. Calculation. “He’s fine, my lord. Just bruised. These things happen in training.” But they didn’t. Not like this. Not when teaching a five-year-old basic forms. This was negligence. This was a lord so impaired he couldn’t control his own weapon. Corwin looked at Alistair over Brynmor’s shoulder. The betrayal in those eyes was worse than any ancestor’s judgment. Worse than Elena’s disappointment. Worse than anything. “Take him inside,” Alistair said quietly. “Have the maester check him. Make sure nothing’s broken.” “My lordâ€”” “Do it.” Brynmor nodded and carried Corwin toward the keep. The boy’s crying faded with distance. The men in the training yard had stopped drilling, were all watching their lord with varying expressions of concern and unease and something that might have been fear. Alistair stood alone in the center of the yard, practice blade still in his hand, the sun beating down with merciless clarity. He’d hurt his son. Not in a dream. In waking reality, with witnesses, irrefutable. This is what happens, Lysander said without inflection, when you push beyond your limits. This is what happens when you ignore wisdom for stubbornness. Alistair dropped the practice blade. It hit the dirt with a dull thud. He walked away. Had no destination. Just walked, his body moving on autopilot while his mind spiraled. He’d hurt Corwin. Not badly, but that was luck, not skill. If the blow had landed differentlyâ€”if it had caught the boy’s head instead of his shoulderâ€”if his exhausted reflexes had failed just a fraction moreâ€” You could have killed him, Torvin observed with clinical detachment. Cracked his little skull like an egg. “Stop.” Why? It’s true. You’re dangerous now. To yourself. To everyone around you. Especially to those you love most. Alistair found himself in the stables, though he had no memory of walking there. The journey between training yard and stable had simply… disappeared. More microsleeps. More moments stolen. The horses shifted in their stalls, disturbed by his presence. Or perhaps they could smell the wrongness on himâ€”animals were sensitive to such things. To predators. To corruption. He leaned against a support post, forehead pressed to rough wood. The texture grounded him slightly. Real. Solid. Present. How long until dawn? Hours. So many hours. The second night loomed ahead like an executioner’s blade. He couldn’t do this. He wasn’t strong enough. His father had been rightâ€”three days was too ambitious. Twenty-four hours awake had been manageable. Forty-eight had been agony. Whatever came next would be worse. But if he slept, he’d dream. And in dreams, he’d already killed Corwin a dozen ways. At least while awake, the boy was only bruised. FOR… NOW… Rowaan whispered from the depths. NIGHT… LONG… YOU… WEAKER…



Elena found him hours later in the maester’s chambers. Corwin lay sleeping on the examination table, his shoulder properly bandaged, a mild sedative keeping him peaceful through the pain. Theron had pronounced the injury minorâ€”just bruising, no broken bonesâ€”but had insisted on keeping the boy overnight for observation. More likely, Alistair suspected, to keep the boy safe from his father. Alistair sat in a chair beside the table, staring at his son’s sleeping face. The guilt was a physical weight pressing down on his chest, making it hard to breathe. Every time he blinked, he saw the moment againâ€”the blade coming down, Corwin’s face crumpling in shock and pain, the betrayal in those young eyes. Elena entered quietly, her footsteps soft on the stone floor. She stood in the doorway for a moment, watching him, then crossed to stand beside Corwin. Her hand smoothed the boy’s hair back from his forehead with practiced tenderness. “He’s fine,” she said softly. “Theron says he’ll be sore for a few days, but there’s no permanent damage.” “This time.” “Alistairâ€”” “I could have killed him.” His voice came out flat, empty. “If the blow had landed differently. If I’d swung harder. If…” “But you didn’t.” Elena’s hand found his shoulder, her touch gentle despite everything. “It was an accident. A terrible accident, but not… not what you’re thinking.” “You don’t know what I’m thinking.” “Don’t I?” She moved around to face him, her hand sliding from his shoulder down his arm. “You’re thinking this proves you can’t control yourself. That you’re becoming dangerous. That everyone would be safer if you locked yourself away.” The accuracy of it made his breath catch. Elena knelt beside his chair, bringing her face level with his. Her hands found hisâ€”both of them, even the one with the spiral scarâ€”and held them between her own. Her skin was warm. Real. Anchoring. “I’m right, aren’t I?” Her voice trembled. “You’re not eating. You’re not sleeping. You’re pushing yourself until you break, and when you inevitably hurt someoneâ€”anyoneâ€”you’ll take it as proof that you’re a monster.” He couldn’t answer. Couldn’t deny it. The words stuck in his throat. Elena lifted one of his hands to her cheek, pressed it there. Her skin was soft beneath his roughened palm. He could feel her pulse beneath his fingertips, steady and alive. Could smell the lavender oil she wore in her hair. Could see the worry etched into the corners of her eyes. “Look at me,” she whispered. “Really look at me, Alistair.” He did. Saw the woman he’d married eight years ago. The woman who’d given him a son. The woman who carried their second child even now. Beautiful in the lamplight, dark eyes searching his face for somethingâ€”reassurance, recognition, the man she’d chosen. She leaned forward slowly, giving him time to pull away. Her lips brushed his forehead. His temple. The corner of his mouth. Gentle kisses, each one a question: Are you still there? Can I reach you? Do you remember what we had? Alistair’s hands trembled in hers. He wanted to pull her close, bury his face in her hair, hold onto something real and good and human. But when he tried to move, his arms wouldn’t obey properly. The signals misfired, delayed, and his hands only twitched uselessly. Elena saw it. He watched understanding dawn in her eyesâ€”not just that he was exhausted, but that his body was failing. That the connection between his mind and his flesh was fraying. She tried anyway. Leaned closer, wrapped her arms around him, pulled him against her. His head found her shoulder. Her hand stroked through his hair, the gesture achingly familiar. How many times had they held each other like this over the years? How many quiet moments in their chamber, seeking comfort in simple touch? But it felt wrong now. Alistair’s body was rigid against hers, unable to relax, unable to accept the comfort she offered. His muscles locked up with exhaustion and tension. When he tried to lift his arms to return the embrace, they moved like rusted machineryâ€”jerky, uncoordinated, wrong. Elena felt it. He knew she did. Felt the wrongness of his body, the way he’d become something other than her husband. Something damaged. Something breaking. She pulled back slightly, her hands moving to cup his face. Her thumbs traced the hollows beneath his eyes, the gaunt angles of his cheeks. “You’re so cold,” she whispered. “Like touching stone.” He tried to speak. His mouth opened but no words came out at first. Just a dry rasp. He swallowed, tried again. “I’m sorry.” “I know you are.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “But sorry doesn’t fix this. Sorry doesn’t make you rest. Sorry doesn’tâ€”” She stopped. Took a shaky breath. Her hands dropped from his face. “I need you to touch me,” she said quietly. “Not sexually. Just… touch me. Hold me. Prove you’re still in there. Prove you can still feel something besides fear and exhaustion.” Alistair lifted his handâ€”the right hand, the one with the spiral scarâ€”and reached for her face. His fingers trembled violently. He tried to steady them through force of will, but they shook anyway, dancing in the air between them. When his fingertips finally made contact with her cheek, he couldn’t feel it properly. The sensation was muted, distant, like touching through thick leather. Her skin should have felt soft, warm, alive. Instead it felt like abstract texture. Data his brain couldn’t properly process. He flinched back. Elena caught his hand before he could withdraw completely. Held it against her cheek anyway, pressing it there with her own hand covering his. “It’s all right,” she said, but her voice cracked. “It’s all right, Alistair. You’re still you. You’re stillâ€”” “I can’t feel you.” The words came out broken. “I’m touching you and I can’t feel you. My hands are numb. Everything’s numb. I’m losingâ€”” Your humanity, Lysander finished quietly. Your connection to the physical world. To the people in it. This is what happens when you push the body past its limits. The mind starts to detach. Self-preservation. If you can’t feel, you can’t suffer. “No.” Alistair pulled his hand away from Elena’s face. Looked at it. The fingers still trembled, but now he could see how pale they were, how the nails had taken on a bluish tinge. “No, I’m just cold. Just tired. Once I establish control, once I can sleep safelyâ€”” “When?” Elena stood abruptly. The tenderness in her voice hardened into something sharper. “When, Alistair? When will it be safe? You said three days. Then one more night. How many more nights before you admit this isn’t working?” She gestured at himâ€”at his shaking hands, his hollow face, his rigid body that couldn’t even accept a simple embrace. “Look at yourself. You can’t even feel my touch anymore. You hurt our son. You’re breaking apart piece by piece, and you won’t stop. You won’t accept help. You won’t try anything except this futile vigil.” “I’m trying to protect you,” Alistair said. “All of you. If I sleep, the dreamsâ€”” “Are they worse than this?” Elena’s voice rose. “Are your nightmares worse than watching you disappear while you’re still breathing? At least if you slept, you’d be unconscious for the horror. But this? This is you choosing to suffer, choosing to fail, choosing to hurt everyone who loves you.” “That’s not fair.” “Isn’t it?” She moved to Corwin’s bedside, her hand protective on their son’s shoulder. “You hit him, Alistair. While awake. While trying to teach him. If that’s what happens when you’re conscious, why do you think sleep would be worse?” Because in sleep, he’d killed Corwin. Torn out his heart. Tasted his blood. The dream was so vivid, so real, that waking felt like being granted reprieve from murder. But he couldn’t say that. Couldn’t tell her what the nightmares contained. The silence stretched between them. Elena studied his face for a long moment. He watched something shift in her expressionâ€”hope dying, resolve hardening. She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, became the lady instead of the wife. “I can’t watch you do this anymore,” she said quietly. “I can’t sit by while you destroy yourself.” “Elenaâ€”” “I’ll be in the guest chambers tonight. And tomorrow night. And every night until you prove you’re willing to actually try to survive this.” She moved toward the door, her posture rigid. “I love you, Alistair. But I won’t enable your self-destruction.” “I’m notâ€”” “Yes, you are.” She turned in the doorway, silhouetted by lamplight from the corridor. “You’re choosing this. Every moment you refuse help, refuse rest, refuse to actually fight for your life instead of against itâ€”that’s a choice. And I can’t make it for you.” She left. The door closed. Alistair sat alone in the maester’s chambers, listening to his son’s peaceful breathing, feeling the spiral scar pulse in time with his heart. His hands still trembled. He could still feel the ghost of Elena’s cheek beneath his fingersâ€”or rather, he couldn’t feel it. Just the memory of touch without sensation. Another thing lost. Another connection severed. Nicely done, Torvin said. Drive everyone away. That’ll make it easier when you finally lose control completely. “Shut up.” Make me. But he couldn’t. The voices were always there, always would be. Fighting them was like fighting his own heartbeat. And now, apparently, he couldn’t even feel his wife’s skin anymore.

*## ACT VII - THE VIGIL Maester Theron entered a few minutes after Elena left, carrying a tray with food and water. He set it on the table, checked Corwin’s pulse and breathing, then turned to Alistair. “How are you feeling, my lord?” “Fine.” Theron’s expression said he knew that was a lie. “Master Hadrian prepared that sleeping draught we discussed. It’s ready whenever you need it.” “I won’t need it tonight.” “With respect, my lord, you need it desperately. You’re at risk of total physical collapse. Your body can’t sustain this much longer.” “One more night,” Alistair said. “That’s all.” Theron sighed. “Very well. But I must insist you at least eat and drink. Your body needs sustenance even if you won’t give it rest.” He left the tray and departed. Alistair forced himself to eatâ€”bread that tasted like ash, cheese that felt like clay in his mouth. But he chewed and swallowed and drank the water. Fuel. Nothing more. Night deepened. Corwin slept on. Somewhere in the castle, Elena lay in a guest bed, alone and angry and afraid. The servants whispered in corners about their lord’s strange behavior. Ser Brynmor made calculations about the future. And Alistair sat vigil over his sleeping son, trying to ignore the growing certainty that Elena was right. This wasn’t working. He was breaking, not strengthening. But the alternativeâ€”surrendering to sleep, to dreams, to the ancestors’ complete dominance during those vulnerable hoursâ€”was unthinkable. SLEEP… NOT… SLEEP…** Rowaan whispered. EITHER… OURS… QUESTION… HOW… MUCH… SUFFER… FIRST… Alistair touched the spiral scar. The pain flared bright and sharp. And deep inside his mind, twenty generations laughed.



The darkest part of night found Alistair alone in his study. Corwin slept peacefully under the maester’s care. Elena had made her position clearâ€”love me or lose me. The household whispered. The ancestors mocked. And Alistair sat at his father’s desk, surrounded by candles burning low, their wax pooling into pale puddles. The smell of tallow and smoke filled the room, thick and cloying. His eyes watered from the constant flicker of flame. His hands shook as he opened another of Lysander’s journals. The handwriting swam before his eyes, letters reorganizing themselves into shapes that might have been words or might have been screaming faces. He blinked hard, trying to focus. The text mentioned strategies for managing the voices. Techniques Lysander had developed over decades. But the words kept slipping away from comprehension, like trying to grasp water. You’re too tired to read, Lysander observed. Too tired to think. Too tired to function. But too stubborn to stop. “I can do this,” Alistair muttered. He forced his eyes to track the words. Letter by letter. Word by word. His father’s precise script documenting forty years of possession. Day 47: The voices grew quieter when I focused on complex mathematical problems. Grain calculations. Trade projections. Anything requiring sustained concentration forces them to recede. They cannot maintain coherence when the conscious mind is fully engaged. Useful. If he could focus. If his mind wasn’t fracturing. Alistair tried to do the grain calculations from yesterdayâ€”how much wheat needed for winter, how much to sell, projected consumption rates. But the numbers scattered like startled birds the moment he tried to hold them. Three hundred sacks of wheat. No, three thousand? Thirty? The number kept changing. His mind couldn’t maintain grip on simple arithmetic. Day 63: Physical pain provides temporary clarity. I’ve taken to pressing my thumb into the scars when the voices grow too loud. The sensation cuts through their noise. But I must be careful not to rely on this too heavily. Pain becomes its own addiction. Alistair looked at his right palm. The spiral scar was dark purple now, the edges beginning to blacken. He’d pressed it so many times in the last two days that the tissue was damaged. Probably infected. Theron would scold him for that. If he survived long enough for it to matter. Day 89: Sleep deprivation weakens the barriers between self and other. After forty hours without rest, I began to lose track of which thoughts were mine and which belonged to the ancestors. By sixty hours, Father’s memories were indistinguishable from my own. I do not recommend this approach. The words seemed to pulse on the page. Forty hours. Sixty hours. How long had Alistair been awake now? He tried to count. Day one ritual, stayed awake that night. Day two, this morning, now night again. Forty hours? Fifty? The timeline kept slipping away from him. Day 134: I slept last night for the first time in five days. Hadrian’s draught worked better than expected. The dreams were present but muted, as though happening to someone else. Upon waking, I found I had not moved during sleep. No violence enacted. No harm done. Perhaps coexistence is possible after all.

Coexistence. The word felt like a key turning in a lock. Not elimination. Not defeating them. Just… living with them.

Then the memory hit. No warning.

Rowaan’s memory. Three hundred years old but vivid as yesterday.

The siege of Ironhold. Rain and mud and blood. Alistair was suddenly thereâ€”in Rowaan’s body, young and strong, leading the assault on the gates. The ram swung forward, crashed into iron-bound oak. Again. Again. Splinters flying. Men screaming.

Arrows from above. One caught Rowaan’s shoulder, punched through mail. He snapped the shaft, kept directing the assault.

“AGAIN!” Rowaan roared. “BREAK IT DOWN!”

The gates cracked. Splintered. Gave way.

And then the slaughter. Rowaan first through the breach, sword in hand. Not fightingâ€”butchering. These weren’t soldiers anymore. They were meat. Obstacles. Things to be removed.

A boy, maybe fourteen, with a spear. Rowaan cut him down without thought. Stepped over the body. Kept advancing.

The courtyard was chaos. Fire. Smoke. Bodies piling up. Rowaan moved through it like a blade through water, cutting, always cutting.

This wasn’t war. This was extermination.

And Rowaan loved it. The simplicity. The purity. No politics. No negotiations. Just violence solving problems permanently.

“Take the keep!” he commanded. “No prisoners! No mercy!”

His men obeyed. Always obeyed. Because Rowaan was more monster than man, and monsters got results.

The memory released Alistair. He came back gasping, on his knees in the study. The journal had fallen. Pages scattered.

NECESSARY… Rowaan said from the depths. IRONHOLD… THREATENED… REMOVED… THREAT…

“You killed children,” Alistair whispered.

KILLED… FUTURE… ENEMIES… PRACTICAL… EFFICIENT…

Alistair’s stomach heaved. Nothing to vomitâ€”he hadn’t eaten. Just dry retching that left him shaking.

WEAK… Rowaan observed. LACK… STOMACH… REAL… LEADERSHIP…

As I did, Lysander said quietly. As every lord before me did. You cannot win this battle, Alistair. You can only learn to survive it. “I’m trying to survive,” Alistair whispered to the empty study. Are you? Because from where I sit, you’re trying to die heroically rather than live compromised. The words cut because they were true. Some part of himâ€”exhausted, frightened, overwhelmedâ€”wanted to fail. Wanted to collapse. Wanted this to be over, one way or another. But Corwin. Elena. The unborn child. His people. They all needed him to find another way. He kept reading, forcing his eyes to track each line. Lysander had survived this. Had found strategies that worked. If Alistair could just absorb enough of his father’s hard-won knowledgeâ€” The letters blurred. Reformed. Blurred again. He blinked. The page looked different. Had he turned it? When? Microsleep, Lysander explained. Seconds gone. Your mind stealing rest without permission. Alistair rubbed his eyes. Tried to find his place in the text again. Failed. The words had lost all coherence. They might as well have been written in Valdrok for all the sense they made. He closed the journal. Pressed his palms flat against the desk’s surface, feeling the wood grain bite into his skin. Focused on that texture. Real. Present. Solid. You need to rest, Lysander said, and for once there was no mockery in it. Just concern. Paternal worry. You’ve proven your point. You’ve tried it your way. Now try mine. Take the draught. Sleep. Wake tomorrow and deal with whatever comes. “I can’t.” Why not? Because in sleep, he’d killed Corwin. Because in sleep, the boundaries dissolved. Because in sleep, he wasn’t strong enough to fight. But awake, he’d hurt Corwin anyway. Awake, he couldn’t feel Elena’s touch. Awake, his body was shutting down piece by piece. The candles flickered. The shadows on the wall danced. His father’s journal lay closed on the desk, containing forty years of wisdom that Alistair’s exhausted brain couldn’t process. Outside, night pressed against the windows. Hours until dawn. So many hours. Can you? Then stand up.



Alistair tried. His legs wouldn’t obey. He pushed against the desk, forcing himself upright through sheer will. Stood swaying, the room tilting around him like the deck of a ship in rough seas. The floor was too far away. The ceiling too close. The walls breathing in and out with a rhythm that didn’t match his own. The study had become something elseâ€”warped, alien, wrong. Now walk to the window. He took one step. Two. On the third, his knee buckled. He caught himself on a chair, breathing hard. The chair felt strange under his handsâ€”too soft, the wood grain moving like water, the texture shifting between solid and liquid. This is control? Torvin asked mockingly. You can’t even walk across your own study. Alistair sank back into the chair. His skull throbbed with each heartbeat, a bass drum pounding behind his eyes. His vision tunneled at the edges, darkness creeping in from all sides. Every muscle in his body ached with exhaustion that went deeper than flesh, deeper than bone. But giving up meant sleep. And sleep meant nightmares. And nightmares meant becoming the monster he feared. Outside, the stars wheeled overhead in their eternal dance. Dawn was hours away. An eternity away. Alistair pressed his thumb into the spiral scar. The pain barely registered anymore. Like pushing on scar tissueâ€”sensation without meaning. His nerve endings had become too exhausted to properly transmit signals. You can’t win this, all three voices said in unison. The only question is how much you’ll lose before you accept it. Alistair closed his eyesâ€”just for a moment, just to rest themâ€” And jerked awake to find himself on the floor with no memory of falling. The impact should have hurt. Should have jarred his bones, sent pain radiating through his hip and shoulder. Instead he felt nothing. Just the abstract knowledge that he was lying on stone, that time had passed, that he’d been unconscious without meaning to be. How long? The candles had burned lower. Two were out completely. The remaining three cast dancing shadows that seemed to move independent of their flames. See? Lysander said gently. Your body is taking what it needs with or without your permission. Microsleeps becoming minutes. Minutes becomingâ€” “No.” Alistair dragged himself upright. His arms moved like dead weight, muscles firing out of sequence. He stumbled to the wash basin, found the water pitcher, splashed his face. The cold was shocking. Real. It cut through the fog for perhaps ten seconds before the exhaustion rolled back in, thick and suffocating. He began pacing. Twenty-three steps from desk to door. Twenty-three back. Over and over, forcing his body to move, using motion to stave off the inevitable. But each circuit took more effort. His legs felt like lead. His balance was failingâ€”he drifted left, overcorrected right, stumbled into the wall. Used it for support as he continued pacing. Movement. Had to keep moving. If he stopped, he’d fall. If he fell, he’d close his eyes. If he closed his eyesâ€” His shadow on the wall looked wrong. Alistair stopped, stared at it. The candlelight should have cast a simple shadowâ€”his outline, his proportions, his movements reflected in darkness. But the shadow was too tall. Too angular. Wrong proportions. Shoulders too broad. Jaw too hard. Posture too rigid. Not his shadow. His father’s shadow. He stepped to the left. The shadow moved, but delayed. A fraction of a second where it stayed in place before following. Like a puppet on strings just slightly out of sync with its puppeteer. Not real, he told himself. Are you certain? Rowaan asked. Alistair lifted his right hand. The shadow’s hand rose too, but wrongâ€”fingers too long, angle too sharp, movement too fluid. When he lowered his hand, the shadow held its position for a heartbeat longer than it should have before following. The candles guttered. One went out. Then another. The darkness crept closer, swallowing the edges of the room. The remaining candle threw wild, dancing light across the walls. And in that light, the shadow turned its head to look at him. Alistair’s breath caught. He stood frozen, watching his own shadow move independent of his body. It cocked its head, studying him with empty darkness where its face should be. Then it smiledâ€”or something approximating a smile, the shadow’s jaw stretching too wide, revealing nothing but void. Hello, boy, it whispered. Not in his head. Out loud. A voice from the wall itself. The remaining candle flickered violently, and for a moment Alistair could see faces in the flame. Twenty faces. Twenty generations watching, waiting, judging. His hands trembled. His heart hammered against his ribs. Every instinct screamed at him to run, to flee, to get away from whatever was happening in this study where reality had frayed beyond repair. But he couldn’t run. His legs wouldn’t obey. And even if they did, where would he go? The curse was inside him. The voices were in his blood. He could run to the ends of the earth and they’d follow. Alistair’s hand found the small knife at his belt. The one he’d been using to sharpen quills. The blade was maybe three inches long, barely a weapon. But it was sharp enough to cut through foolscap. Sharp enough to cut through skin. He pressed the blade’s edge to his left palmâ€”not the spiral scar, that was too damaged already, but to fresh skin on the meat of his thumb. Just enough pressure to part the flesh. The pain blazed bright and real, cutting through the hallucination like sunlight through fog. Better. The shadow snapped back to normal position, mimicking his movements properly. The faces in the candle flame vanished. Reality solidified, edges hardening, rules reasserting themselves. But the clarity wouldn’t last. Already he could feel it fraying again. He did it again. Another small cut across his palm. Blood welled up, warm and red and honest. The sight of it grounded himâ€”proof he was still flesh, still alive, still capable of bleeding. This is madness, Lysander said quietly. “This is survival.” Is it? Or is it just slower suicide? He made a third cut. A fourth. Small incisions, nothing deep, nothing that would truly threaten him. Just enough to keep him anchored. To prove he was still here, still real, still in control of his own flesh. Blood dripped onto the floor, forming a small puddle. He watched the droplets fall, counting them. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. The rhythm was soothing. Blood was truth. Blood was real. Blood meant awake. You’re hurting yourself, Lysander observed. “Better than hurting them.” Is it? Elena’s heart is breaking. Corwin is terrified. You think cutting yourself is better than taking a sleeping draught and resting? But the draught might not work. Or might work too well. Or might leave him vulnerable to the voices while unconscious. Too many unknowns. Too much risk. Thisâ€”this pain, this blood, this vigilâ€”at least he understood it. At least he had control. Do you? The last candle flickered, throwing wild shadows across the walls. Alistair lit another with shaking hands. The flame wavered, struggling to catch, and for a moment he could have sworn he saw faces in it again. Ancestors watching. Waiting. They had all the time in the world. He only had to last until dawn. Just until dawn. Then he could face another day. Make it through somehow. Keep his son safe. Prove to Elena he wasn’t losing himself. And another night. And another. And another. Until he was strong enough to sleep safely. Or until his body gave out completely. Whichever came first. The blood continued to drip from his palm. He watched it fall, counting drops, using the pain and the rhythm to stay tethered to consciousness. Outside, the darkest part of night pressed against the windows. Hours until dawn. Too many hours. But he could do this. He had to do this. There was no other choice. There is always another choice, Rowaan whispered. You’re just too afraid to make it. Alistair touched the spiral scar with his bloody hand. Felt the warm slickness mix with the throbbing ache. Felt himself still here, still present, still fighting. Still losing.### CHAPTER 4: THE BREAKING ### ACT I: THE THIRD DAWN

Dawn came like a stranger. Alistair sat at his desk watching light creep across stone floors, unable to remember when night had ended. His body felt wrong… limbs too heavy, joints grinding like rusted hinges, skin stretched too tight over bones. The candles had burned to nubs, wax pooled on every surface. Time had become something fluid. Sometimes he’d blink and find himself standing in a different room with no memory of walking there. Sometimes he’d reach for something and his hand would be holding it already. Microsleeps, Lysander’s voice drifted up, clinical and contemptuous. Your brain is shutting down in seconds-long intervals. Eventually you’ll blink and lose hours. Then you won’t wake up at all. “I didn’t sleep.” His voice came out rough as gravel. His right palm throbbed. The spiral scar was darker than yesterday, raised and angry. Around it, thin red lines where he’d used the quill knife. Not deep. Just enough to bleed. Just enough to prove he was still present in his own flesh. Blood had dried brown on his skin, on the desk, on his father’s journal. The pages were covered in his own handwriting too… notes he didn’t remember making, script that looked like his but wasn’t quite. In the margins, drawings of scars. Dozens of them. Mapping his body. You made it through another night, Torvin observed. Stubborn as a boar with an arrow in its guts… thrashing forward even though you’re bleeding out. Alistair tried to stand. The motion took far too long. His legs trembled. His vision grayed, cleared, grayed again. Sit down before you fall down, Lysander commanded. But he needed to go to breakfast. Needed to appear normal. Lords attended breakfast. Lords spoke with their families, conducted business, moved through the world like functional human beings. He could do this. He had to do this. The doorknob felt strange under his hand… too cold, wrong texture, as though the brass had turned to something organic and pulsing. He jerked his hand back, staring at the knob. It looked normal. Perfectly ordinary brass. Not real, he told himself. Hallucination. He grabbed the knob anyway… warm brass, solid, real… and pulled. The door opened with its familiar creak. The corridor beyond looked ordinary. Stone walls. Tapestries. Morning light through arrow-slit windows. Empty. He stepped out into the third dawn since the ritual… Day Four, seventy-two hours without sleep, and wondered distantly if he’d ever truly wake up again.



The stairs were impossible. Alistair stood at the top of the spiral stair, looking at steps worn smooth by generations of feet. Twenty-three steps. He’d counted them hundreds of times as a child. Twenty-three down to the main floor. Simple. Ordinary. Twenty-three steps. Except they moved. Not obviously. But they breathed somehow, expanding and contracting with rhythm that matched no heartbeat he recognized. The shadows between them were too dark, bottomless, as though each step was separated not by six inches of stone but by vast abysses. When he tried to focus on individual steps, they blurred away into abstraction… shape without substance, suggestion without form. You can’t do this, Lysander said, almost gentle. You’re going to fall and break your neck. “I can do this.” His words echoed back in voices that weren’t quite his own. He put his foot on the first step. The stone felt spongy, wrong. He shifted his weight. The step held. Barely. He brought his other foot down, found the second step through vision that kept doubling. Two down. Twenty-one to go. He descended one step at a time, right hand pressed flat against the wall. The rough stone scraped his palm… the one with the cuts, the one with the spiral scar… and the pain helped center him. Real. Present. On the seventh step, his foot missed the edge. He stumbled, caught himself with both hands against stone, heart hammering. The corridor at the bottom seemed miles away, and he could see himself falling… body tumbling, skull cracking against granite, blood pooling on the landing. This is how lords die, Torvin observed with dark amusement. Not in battle. Just falling down their own stairs because they’re too stubborn to sleep. Pathetic way to go. Alistair pressed on. Eight. Nine. Ten. The numbers became a chant. Halfway down, he had to stop, lean against the wall. The stone was cool against his cheek… when had he put his cheek against the wall? Fifteen. Sixteen. His knee gave out on seventeen and he sat down hard, tailbone striking stone. For a long moment he just sat there, breathing, existing, trying to remember why getting to breakfast mattered. Pathetic, Torvin said with satisfaction. Look at you. Lord of Vale, crawling down his own stairs like an infant. Quite the spectacle, Lysander agreed. Keep going though. I’m curious if you make it to breakfast or just soil yourself halfway there. Six more steps. Alistair crawled them… hands and knees on cold stone… until he reached the bottom and pulled himself upright using the wall. Breakfast. He could still make breakfast. He had to make breakfast.



The great hall was chaos contained. Servants moved between tables bearing trays of bread and cheese and salted fish. Men-at-arms ate quickly before their shifts. The morning fire crackled in the great hearth, throwing dancing shadows. Normal. Everything normal. Alistair walked through it all like a ghost moving through the living world. Every step required conscious thought… lift foot, move forward, set down, shift weight, repeat. The rhythm of walking had become something he had to remember rather than something his body knew. People noticed him. He felt their eyes tracking his movement across the hall. Whispers followed in his wake, low and urgent. A servant girl carrying a tray of bread froze as he approached. Her eyes went wide. “My lord, are you…” He pushed past her. Or tried to. His shoulder clipped hers, spinning her around. The tray tilted. Bread tumbled to the floor, scattering across stone with soft thumps that sounded impossibly loud in the suddenly silent hall. “I’m sorry,” Alistair said. Or meant to say. The words came out slurred, syllables bleeding together. The servant backed away, tray clutched to her chest like a shield. Fear in her eyes. Not respect-fear. The other kind… the kind reserved for mad dogs and dangerous lords. Alistair kept walking. Made it to the high table. Collapsed into his chair with gracelessness that made the wood creak in protest. The cushion was wrong. Too hard or too soft, he couldn’t tell. He reached for the water pitcher and missed entirely, his hand passing through empty air. He tried again. This time his fingers found ceramic. He lifted the pitcher… gods, it was heavy… and tried to pour into his cup. Water splashed across the table. Across his hand. Into his lap. Missing the cup entirely. You can’t even pour water, Torvin said with disgust. You think you can rule? Someone appeared beside him. Master-at-Arms Godric, his weathered face carefully neutral. “My lord.” Godric’s voice was quiet. “Perhaps you should rest. You seem… unwell.” “Fine.” The word came out slurred. “Just tired.” “You’re covered in dried blood, my lord. Your own blood.” Godric’s eyes tracked the cuts on Alistair’s hand. “When did you last sleep?” Alistair tried to count. Days. How many days? Time was knotted, impossible to unravel. “Managing.” “With respect, my lord, you’re not.” Castellan Norven approached from the other side, document in hand. “Lord Alistair, I need your signature on the grain dispensation order. The merchants are waiting, and…” He stopped, really seeing Alistair. “Gods above. Sir, you need to see Maester Theron immediately.” “After.” Alistair reached for the document, missed, tried again. His fingers felt numb, disconnected. “After I sign.” “My lord, I don’t think…” The document swam in and out of focus. Black text on white parchment, words that meant something important. He needed to read it. Needed to understand what he was signing. The letters rearranged themselves. Became knots. Became screaming. “I can’t.” The admission came out broken. “I can’t read it. The words won’t… they’re moving.” Silence in the great hall. Complete. Total. The kind of silence that meant everyone was listening, everyone was witnessing their lord’s public collapse. And there it is, Lysander said quietly. The moment they stop fearing you and start pitying you. Godric’s hand settled on Alistair’s shoulder… firm, grounding. “Come on, my lord. Let’s get you to the maester. The grain can wait.” “Need to sign.” Alistair’s vision was graying at the edges, tunneling down. “Can’t show weakness. They’re watching. Everyone’s watching. Need to…” The world tilted sideways. Stone floor rushing up to meet him. Distant shouting. Then darkness took him gently, like a mercy.## ACT II: THE FOURTEEN HOURS**

Voices. Not the ancestors. Different voices. Real voices from the real world filtering through layers of unconsciousness like sound traveling through deep water. “…pulse is thready, my lady, I don’t know if…” “…can you hear me? Alistair, can you…” “…seventy-two hours without sleep, the body simply shuts down…” Alistair tried to surface toward the voices but his body wouldn’t cooperate. He was floating in darkness, or maybe sinking, or maybe just dissolving. Finally, Lysander’s voice drifted through the void. He stopped fighting. Stubborn fool nearly killed himself rather than admit he needed sleep. Is he dying? Cassius asked. Because if he dies now, this whole bloodline ends. Corwin’s too young for the ritual. We’d all just… stop. MERCY… WEAK… Rowaan rumbled. BOY… NOT… DIE… NOT… YET… Touch filtered through. Hands on his skin… checking pulse, lifting eyelids, examining. He tried to move but signals from brain to muscles went nowhere. More voices. Different room, or maybe time had skipped forward. “…three new scars, Elena. They appeared while he was unconscious. Here, on the left shoulder blade. And here, across the ribs. And this one on the back of his left hand…” “How is that possible? He’s been lying in bed. How can scars just appear?” “I don’t know. This is beyond my training, beyond anything…” Elena’s voice, closer now. “Will he wake up?” A pause. Heavy. Weighted. “I don’t know.” Darkness pulled him back under. Time dissolved. The void was comfortable. Quiet. No voices arguing. No decisions. No lordly duties. Just darkness and absence. Don’t you dare give up, Lysander snapped. I didn’t survive this curse for twenty-eight years just to have you die three days in. The ancestors argued. Time passed. Alistair drifted. And then… pain. Sudden. Sharp. Burning across his left shoulder blade like hot iron pressing against skin. He tried to scream but his body was locked in paralysis, forced to endure as flesh opened and reformed, as scar tissue manifested from nothing. Torvin’s blade, Lysander observed. The duel at Greyhaven. Nearly died from infection afterward. Another pain… claws raking across his ribs, four parallel lines of fire. Rowaan’s bear hunt, Torvin said. Got him good before he put his spear through its heart. Third pain… back of his left hand, defensive wound. Mine, Lysander admitted. Age fourteen. Training accident. My own fault. The pain subsided. The scars settled. Three more marks added to the collection. Alistair felt his consciousness stabilizing, beginning the slow climb back toward wakefulness. He’ll wake soon, Cassius observed. Changed. Again. Every crisis accelerates transformation. Every collapse brings new scars. Sound filtered back in. Elena’s voice, exhausted. “…don’t know what to tell Corwin. How do I explain that his father might not wake up? That even if he does, he’s changing into something else?” “You tell him the truth,” Theron replied. “Children understand more than we give them credit for.” “The truth.” Elena laughed, bitter. “The truth is his father is being possessed by twenty generations of dead men. The truth is I’m terrified.” Alistair tried to move. Managed a finger twitch. His eyelids felt like they weighed fifty pounds but he forced them open. Elena’s head snapped up. “Alistair?” “Here.” The word came out as a croak. “Still here.” She was beside him instantly, checking his eyes, his pulse, his temperature. “Thank the gods. Theron! He’s awake!” Theron appeared, checking vitals. “My lord. Welcome back. You gave us quite a scare.” “How long?” “Fourteen hours. Your body simply… stopped. We nearly lost you twice… your heart stopped for almost a minute.” Theron’s expression was grim. “You can’t do this again. The human body has limits. You found yours.” Alistair tried to sit up. Failed. Every muscle felt like stretched leather, brittle and ready to tear. “Need… water.” Elena held a cup to his lips. He drank greedily, the liquid soothing his raw throat. “The silver draught,” Theron said. “Master Hadrian prepared it. Are you willing to try it?” The question hung between them. To try the draught meant admitting he needed help. Meant accepting that he couldn’t fight the curse alone through sheer will. Take it, Lysander said, surprising him. I know you think I want you to suffer, but dead vessels serve no one. Take the draught. Live. Alistair looked at Elena. Saw the fear in her eyes. The exhaustion. The desperate hope. “Give it to me.” Theron produced a small vial. Dark liquid, metallic sheen. “Start with fifteen drops in water. We’ll monitor the effects.” They mixed it. Alistair drank. For a long moment, nothing. Then… Warmth spread through his limbs. Not fever-heat but something gentler. The constant tension in his muscles began to ease. The headache he’d been carrying for days started to fade. And the voices… quieted. Not gone. Still present. But distant now… conversation through thick walls instead of speakers pressed against his skull. I’ll be damned, Lysander said, his voice significantly softer. It actually works. I can still think, still observe, but the connection is… dampened. I’d forgotten what this felt like, Celdric murmured. The relief. The space. Alistair leaned back against the pillows, feeling actual tiredness now… biological rest, his body begging for sleep it could finally accept. “Sleep,” Elena said softly. “I’ll stay here. Keep watch.” “You need rest too.” “I’ll rest when you’re stable.” A knock at the door interrupted them. Soft, hesitant. Elena rose. “Who is it?” “Ser Brynmor, my lady. I heard about Lord Alistair’s collapse. I wanted to ensure he’s recovering.” Elena glanced at Alistair. He nodded… let him in. She opened the door. Brynmor entered wearing worry like ill-fitting armor… obvious, performative, calculated. His eyes went immediately to Alistair, assessing weakness. He was perhaps thirty-five, sharp-featured, handsome, dressed in fine but understated clothing. “Cousin.” Brynmor’s voice dripped with practiced sympathy. “Thank the gods you’re awake. When you collapsed in the great hall…” “I’m recovering,” Alistair said. The silver was working… he could think more clearly. “I’m glad to hear it.” Brynmor studied him openly. “Though if you’ll permit me saying so, you look… changed. This curse is affecting you faster than it affected Lord Lysander. People talk.” Ah, here it comes, Lysander observed. The knife wrapped in sympathy. “People always talk,” Elena said coldly. “What’s your point?” “No point. Just concern.” Brynmor spread his hands. “When family suffers, we all suffer. When family needs help… well, that’s what family is for.” “Get to it,” Alistair said. “What do you want?” A flash crossed Brynmor’s face… approval at directness, maybe. “This curse. It’s worse than anyone knew. You need help. Real help. Not just maesters with their silver draughts and hopes.” “And you have suggestions?” Elena’s tone was ice. “Perhaps.” Brynmor’s expression shifted. “My sister studied at Blackwood Academy. Old Tongue primarily. Valdrok. The kind of obscure knowledge that might prove useful if one were researching historical approaches to hereditary conditions.” The words landed precisely, building something. “Your sister,” Elena repeated flatly. “Anya. Quite brilliant. Though the Blackwoods didn’t appreciate her areas of study.” Brynmor’s smile carried no warmth. “Too close to what they call ‘forbidden arts.’ But brilliance often runs afoul of superstition.” Interesting, Cassius observed. He’s offering a translator. Why? Because he knows about Celdric’s journals, Lysander said. Has to. And if they’re in Valdrok… “Where is your sister now?” Alistair asked. “Still at Blackwood, I believe. Academic obsession tends to cause friction with traditional institutions.” “You’re being remarkably vague,” Elena observed. “Because the details are unpleasant and irrelevant to the offer.” Brynmor stood. “I mention it only because IF you were to discover documents requiring translation… old texts, family records in Old Tongue… she would be uniquely qualified to help.” He moved toward the door. “Family helps family, Alistair. When you’re ready to accept that help… you know where to find me.” The door closed softly. Elena stared at it. “That was calculated. Everything about that conversation.” “Agreed.” Alistair felt the silver’s warmth. “He knows something. And he’s positioning his sister as the key.” “Which means she’s either genuinely helpful or this is a conspiracy.” Elena resumed her seat. “Probably both.” She’s right, Lysander said. Your cousin is playing a long game. But the question is… does that make his sister’s abilities any less real? “We’ll deal with it later,” Alistair said, exhaustion pulling at him. “Right now I need sleep. Then we can figure out what games Brynmor is playing.” But as his eyes closed, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Brynmor had just planted seeds that would grow into something dangerous. And probably necessary.## ACT III: THE NIGHTMARE CATALOG**

Sleep came like drowning in reverse. Instead of sinking into darkness, Alistair felt himself pulled upward through layers of consciousness. The silver dampened the ancestors’ immediate voices, creating space… but it didn’t silence them completely. They lived in his blood now. The dreams started immediately. Not his dreams. The ancestors’ experiences bleeding through the thin membrane separating their consciousness from his. First came Lysander’s assassination. Alistair stood in his father’s body… younger, stronger, confident. A corridor he recognized dimly, stone walls hung with tapestries. Late evening. Torches burning. Someone behind him. Footsteps too quiet. Lysander started to turn… The blade entered his back between the ribs, angled upward toward the heart. Cold steel pushing through muscle, scraping bone. Not sharp pain but pressure, spreading numbness. Lysander spun. Caught the man’s wrist. Saw his face… young guard, maybe twenty-three, eyes wide with terror and commitment. Someone had paid him well. The fight lasted seconds. Lysander broke the guard’s wrist with a sharp twist. Took the knife. Drove it up under the assassin’s jaw, through soft palate into brain. Both of them fell. The guard died instantly. Lysander died slowly, bleeding out on cold stone while help arrived too late. That one killed me, Lysander observed. Took twenty minutes. I was conscious for most of it. Plenty of time to think about all my mistakes. The scene dissolved. Reformed. Now Alistair was Torvin… much older body, seventy-something, joints aching, but with muscle memory so deeply ingrained the body moved like a weapon. He stood in the forge, watching metal heat to cherry-red. The apprentice knocked over the water bucket. It splashed across hot coals, creating an explosion of steam. Torvin jerked back… straight into the forge. His forearm hit molten metal. The pain was biblical. Flesh searing, fat liquefying, nerves screaming. Torvin roared, pulled his arm free, plunged it into the quenching barrel. Cold water hit burnt flesh and the pain doubled, redoubled. He’d carried that scar for twenty years after. Wore it as proof he was harder than metal. Pride, Torvin admitted. Stupid pride. I made it mean something. Pain as performance. The forge dissolved. Reformed. Deeper now. Rowaan’s memory, fragmentary and alien. Forest. Ancient forest. Bear… massive, enraged. Rowaan hunting with primitive spear. The beast charged. He set the spear. Timing critical. Perfect timing. Spear punched through the bear’s chest, into heart… but the bear’s momentum carried forward. Claws raked across Rowaan’s ribs, tearing through hide armor and flesh. Four parallel furrows, deep enough to see bone. The bear died on top of him. Two thousand pounds of dead weight. His hunting party had to lever the corpse off, and by then Rowaan had lost enough blood that he hallucinated spirits. He survived. Obviously. But the scars never faded. Wore them for sixty more years as marks of victory. EVERYTHING… MEANS… SOMETHING… Rowaan’s fragmentary voice whispered. EVERY… SCAR… TELLS… STORY… More memories flooded in… cascade of them, decades compressed into dream-minutes. Celdric’s laboratory accident. Cassius drowning slowly as his ship sank. Mordain taking an arrow through the shoulder. Twenty generations of pain. Twenty variations on violence and consequence. This is what you inherited, Lysander said. Not wisdom. Not strength. Just accumulated suffering passed down like family silver. How does that feel? Alistair couldn’t answer. Could only experience, endure, absorb each memory like body blows that changed something fundamental about the architecture of self. By the time the nightmare catalog finished, Alistair had died twenty different deaths and survived them all. Which was, he realized, somehow worse than just dying once.



Between memories, there was… something else. Not quite dream. Not quite waking. A liminal space where Alistair existed without body, just consciousness floating in void that wasn’t quite empty. The ancestors were there. All of them. Not speaking… the silver kept their voices muted… but present. Twenty distinct awareness-points surrounding his own, like being in a room with invisible watchers. This is the gap, Lysander’s voice came through, distant but clear. The space between you and us. The silver creates this… buffer zone. Temporary. But real. Alistair tried to orient himself. Failed. There was no up or down here, no direction. He was aware of his consciousness as a distinct thing… bright, warm, still essentially HIMSELF… surrounded by the colder, older presences. Some were closer than others. Lysander, Torvin, and Rowaan pressed nearest. Cassius and Celdric hovered further out. Beyond them… shadows. Fragmentary consciousnesses, ancestors so old or so damaged they registered only as pressure. Fifteen of us are fully conscious, Cassius said. The others are… diminished. Echo rather than entity. This is your inheritance, Torvin added. Fifteen functioning ghosts. Five partial fragments. And deep down, ancestors so old they’re more concept than consciousness. Alistair understood then, with terrible clarity, what the curse really was. Not possession. Not exactly. It was forced coexistence. Twenty consciousnesses crammed into one skull, fighting for access to the single body they all needed to experience existence. Every thought he had was observed by fifteen watchers. Every decision evaluated by fifteen judges. Every moment of privacy violated by fifteen presences who couldn’t leave because extinction was worse than imprisonment. No wonder they fought so hard. No wonder the curse was so destructive. It wasn’t designed as punishment. It was designed as immortality… and immortality without agency was the most exquisite torture imaginable.



Alistair woke to afternoon light streaming through his chamber windows. For a moment he just lay there, taking inventory. Rested. Actually rested. Muscles loose instead of cramped. Mind clear instead of fogged. The constant pressure of voices reduced to background murmur, manageable, almost ignorable. The silver had worked. He sat up slowly. His body responded normally… joints moving smoothly, balance stable, vision focused. Fourteen hours of sleep had repaired the damage. Elena dozed in the chair beside the bed, her head tilted at an angle that would leave her neck aching. How long had she been sitting vigil? All fourteen hours? Alistair studied her face in the afternoon light. Beautiful still, despite exhaustion carving lines around her eyes. Thirty years old. Nine years of marriage. One son. And now this… watching her husband transform while being powerless to stop it. She’s afraid, Lysander observed. Not of you. For you. Important distinction. She loves him, Cassius added. Genuinely. That’s rare. Worth protecting. She’ll leave, Torvin said flatly. Eventually. They always leave. Love doesn’t survive possession. Not in the long term. Alistair reached out, touching Elena’s hand gently. She startled awake, jerking upright. “Alistair.” Her voice was rough. “You’re awake. How do you feel?” “Better. Rested.” He squeezed her hand. “How long did you sit there?” “All night. I couldn’t…” She looked away. “I couldn’t leave. What if something happened?” “You need rest too.” “I’ll rest when you’re stable.” Stubborn, characteristic. “The silver worked?” “Yes. The voices are quieter. Still there, but distant. Manageable.” He paused. “I dreamed their memories. All of them. Twenty generations of pain and death.” Elena’s expression tightened. “Will that happen every night?” “I don’t know. Maybe.” He stood, testing his balance, finding it solid. “Where’s Corwin?” “He’s fine. Recovering in his room. The fever broke yesterday. He’s been asking about you.” Elena moved to the window. “I didn’t know what to tell him. ‘Your father nearly died from not sleeping’ seems traumatizing for a five-year-old.” She’s right, Celdric offered. I tried explaining the curse to my sons when they were young. It… didn’t go well. “We’ll figure it out,” Alistair said. He joined her at the window. “Together. Like we’ve figured out everything else.” “Have we?” Elena turned to face him. “Because right now it feels like we’re drowning. You’re changing… physically changing. Your face looks different. Your voice drops into registers that aren’t yours. And now your cousin is circling, offering ‘help’ that’s obviously a trap.” “Brynmor.” Alistair had almost forgotten. “What do you think about his sister? The translator?” “I think it’s suspicious. Too perfectly timed.” Elena’s political instincts were sharp. “But I also think we might need her anyway. If there are texts that could help, we can’t afford to ignore them just because the source is questionable.” She’s pragmatic, Lysander observed with approval. Good. Pragmatism gets you survival. “So we investigate,” Alistair decided. “Carefully. See if there actually are texts that need translating. See if Brynmor’s sister is genuine help or just part of his conspiracy.” “And if it’s both?” “Then we use what’s useful and stay alert for the knife.” He faced Elena fully. “I can’t do this alone. The curse, the politics, all of it. I need you. Not just as my wife. As my partner. My advisor. My anchor to who I actually am beneath the voices.” Elena studied him for a long moment, calculating, weighing. “All right,” she said finally. “Partners. But that means honesty. Complete honesty. If the voices get worse, you tell me. If you feel yourself losing control, you tell me. Agreed?” “Agreed.” She stepped forward, wrapped her arms around him. He held her, feeling her exhaustion, her fear, her determination. This is what you’re fighting for, Cassius said quietly. Remember that. When the voices get overwhelming. Remember this moment. Remember her. “I love you,” Elena whispered. “Whatever happens. Whatever you become. I love you.” “I love you too.” Alistair closed his eyes, breathing in her scent… lavender and parchment and home. “Thank you. For not giving up on me.” “Not giving up is what partners do.” They stood there, holding each other in afternoon light, stealing moments of peace. Because the next crisis always arrived. But this moment… this was theirs.## ACT IV: RECONCILIATION**

The walk to Corwin’s room felt longer than it should have. Alistair moved through Castle Vale’s corridors with Elena beside him. His body worked properly now, but something was fundamentally different about how he inhabited his flesh. Like wearing clothes that fit perfectly but belonged to someone else. His hands were wrong. Not visibly… they looked like his hands. But the proportions felt shifted. Palms slightly broader. Fingers fractionally longer. The spiral scar on his right palm throbbed with each heartbeat. You’re taller, Lysander observed. Half an inch since the ritual. Your spine is lengthening. You stand like I stood. Alistair caught his reflection in a polished shield. Stopped. Stared. His face was his face. Still recognizably himself. But sharper somehow. Jawline more defined. Cheekbones more prominent. Eyes shifting toward grey. The overall effect was commanding. Aristocratic. Handsome in a cold way. You’re becoming us, Torvin said with satisfaction. Better. More fit to rule. “Alistair?” Elena touched his arm. “We should keep moving. Corwin’s waiting.” They continued walking. Passed servants who bowed quickly, eyes averted. Passed guards who stood straighter. Everyone knew. Everyone had watched him collapse in the great hall. They’re measuring you, Lysander said. Calculating whether you’re strong enough to rule or weak enough to replace. They reached Corwin’s room. Elena knocked softly. “Corwin? Your father’s here to see you.” Silence. Then, small and uncertain: “Is he angry?” The question hit Alistair like a blade. His five-year-old son was afraid of him. You hurt him, Celdric said quietly. The curse makes you dangerous to the people you love most. They learn to fear you. “No, sweetheart,” Elena said gently. “He’s not angry. He was sick, but he’s better now. Is that okay?” “Okay.” Elena opened the door. Corwin sat in his bed, propped up by pillows, looking impossibly small. Five years old. Dark curls. Wide brown eyes watching the doorway with visible wariness. He had a wooden horse in his hands, gripping it tight like a talisman. Alistair’s heart broke cleanly in half. Don’t cry, Lysander commanded. Lords don’t cry in front of their heirs. Fuck precedent, Cassius snapped. The boy needs to see his father is still human. Alistair entered slowly, hands visible, movements deliberate. “Hey, Cor. I heard you’ve been sick too. Fever?” Corwin nodded fractionally. His grip on the wooden horse tightened. “Me too. Well, not fever exactly. Just… very tired. Made bad decisions because I wasn’t sleeping enough.” Alistair moved to the chair beside the bed… not too close. “I’m sorry I scared you. In the tower. I wasn’t myself.” “Your eyes were wrong,” Corwin whispered. “They looked like Grandfather’s eyes. Cold eyes.” Accurate observation, Lysander said. The boy’s perceptive. “Yeah.” Alistair nodded. “Sometimes my eyes look different. It’s part of being sick. Part of what happened after Grandfather died.” “Are you dying too?” “No. No, I’m not dying.” Alistair wanted to reach out but Corwin’s body language screamed that touch wouldn’t be welcome yet. “I’m changing. Getting different. But I’m still your father. Still me underneath.” “Uncle Brynmor says you’re going mad.” Corwin’s words tumbled out in a rush. “Says the curse makes lords go mad and hurt people. Says Grandfather had to live in the tower alone. Says you’ll have to go there too.” Rage flooded through Alistair. Brynmor had been talking to his son. Planting fears. Using a five-year-old child as a weapon. Easy, Cassius warned. The boy is watching. Let me out, Torvin urged. I’ll find Brynmor. Make sure he never speaks to the boy again. Alistair breathed through the rage, forcing it down. “Your uncle is scared. And when people are scared, they sometimes say things that aren’t exactly true.” He chose his words carefully. “The curse is real. It does change me. But it doesn’t make me want to hurt you. Never you.” “But you did hurt me.” Corwin’s voice cracked. “You grabbed my arm really hard. It had bruises.” “You’re right,” Alistair said quietly. “I did hurt you. And I’m so, so sorry. I was not in control. The voices… Grandfather’s voice, Great-grandfather’s voice… were very loud. Too loud. And I got confused about what was real.” “The voices are always there?” “Always. Even right now, they’re talking. Giving me advice. Arguing with each other.” He paused. “Sometimes they help. They know things I don’t know. But sometimes they want things that aren’t good for me. Or for you. And I have to fight them.” “Are you winning?” “Sometimes,” Alistair admitted. “Not always. But I’m trying. Every day, I’m trying to stay me instead of becoming them.” Corwin was quiet, processing. “Maester Theron says you collapsed. That you almost died.” “That’s true.” “Why wouldn’t you sleep?” “Because sleeping lets the voices get louder. It’s scary sometimes. Like nightmares, but real.” Alistair met his son’s eyes. “But I learned that not sleeping is even worse. So now I’m taking medicine that helps. Maester Theron is helping me figure out how to be sick and still be a good father.” “Can I help?” Corwin’s voice was so earnest that Alistair felt tears threatening. “Yes. You can help by telling me when I’m scaring you. By reminding me that I’m your father, not just a lord. By being patient while I figure this out.” Alistair held out his hand… not grabbing, just offering. “And by letting me be your dad again. If you’re ready.” Corwin looked at the offered hand for a long moment. Then, slowly, he reached out. His small fingers wrapped around Alistair’s, tentative and careful. “Your hand is bigger,” Corwin observed. “Yeah. I’m changing. Growing. The curse does that.” “Will you get too big to hug?” The question was so purely five-year-old logic that Alistair had to smile. “No. Never too big for hugs.” “Promise?” “Promise.” Corwin studied him for another moment, then made his decision. He set the wooden horse aside and launched himself forward, wrapping small arms around Alistair’s neck with the desperate fierceness of a child who’d been frightened and was now choosing trust. Alistair held him carefully, mindful of his new strength, feeling his son’s heartbeat against his chest. Corwin smelled like sleep and lavender soap and safety. “I missed you,” Corwin whispered into his shoulder. “I missed you too, Cor. So much.” Elena stood in the doorway, tears streaming down her face, not even trying to hide them. This, Cassius said quietly. This is what you’re fighting for. Remember that. They stayed like that for a long time, father and son, holding each other while the morning sun painted gold across the stone floor and Elena guarded the door against the world outside. Eventually Corwin pulled back, rubbing his eyes. “Will you stay? For a little while?” “As long as you want,” Alistair said. So they stayed. Corwin showed him the wooden horse, explained its name (Thunder) and its adventures. Talked about his training with Ser Brynmor, about wanting to learn to sail like Grandfather, about everything five-year-olds think about when their world starts making sense again. And Alistair listened, storing every word, every smile, every moment of normalcy in a memory he could protect from the ancestors’ constant commentary. This was worth fighting for. This was worth surviving for. Whatever the cost.## ACT V: THE COUNCIL**

The summons came at midday. Castellan Norven arrived at their chambers, document in hand, expression carefully neutral. “My lord. The council requests your presence in the great hall. Urgent business regarding the northern grain contracts.” Alistair looked up from Celdric’s journals. “Grain contracts?” “Among other matters.” Norven’s tone suggested there were matters he wasn’t stating openly. Trap, Lysander said immediately. They’re calling a council when you’re still recovering. Testing whether you’re strong enough to rule. This isn’t about grain. Elena crossed to the window, looking down at the courtyard. “How many council members?” “All of them, my lady. Plus several minor lords from vassal houses. Lord Petyr. Lord Garrick. Ser Morven.” Norven paused. “Ser Brynmor insisted on attending as well.” Definitely a trap, Torvin agreed. They’re gathering witnesses. Building coalition. This is a challenge to your authority. “When?” Alistair asked. “They’re assembling now, my lord. The expectation was you’d attend immediately.” “Give me ten minutes to dress properly.” Alistair stood, already moving toward his wardrobe. “Tell them I’ll be there shortly.” Norven bowed and departed. The moment the door closed, Elena rounded on him. “This is Brynmor. He’s been organizing this since your collapse. Gathering lords, building consensus that you’re unfit.” “I know.” Alistair pulled out his formal doublet… deep blue with the Vale spiral embroidered in silver thread across the chest. The clothes of lordship. “But ignoring a council summons proves his point. I have to go.” And you have to dominate, Lysander said coldly. Not participate. Not discuss. Dominate. Show them the curse makes you stronger, not weaker. Make them fear challenging you. Elena helped him dress, her hands efficient but worried. “What will you say?” “Whatever Lysander tells me to say.” Alistair buckled his belt, checking his knife. “He’s been playing these political games for decades. I’ve been lord for a week.” Smart boy, Lysander purred. Finally learning to use the tools you have. Let me handle this. Just… don’t resist. Let my voice become your voice. Let my will become your will. For this one meeting. “Be careful,” Elena warned. “If you let him take too much control…” “I know the risks.” Alistair kissed her forehead. “But the alternative is worse. If I lose the council’s confidence, if they declare me unfit, Brynmor becomes regent. And we both know what happens then.” He left the chambers, Elena following a step behind, and descended to the great hall.



The great hall had been transformed from dining space to formal council chamber. The long tables had been pushed to the sides. Chairs arranged in a semicircle facing the high seat… Alistair’s seat, his father’s before him. Fifteen men sat in those chairs. Castellan Norven. Master-at-Arms Godric. Steward Alwin. Father Tommen from the sept. And eleven minor lords whose houses owed fealty to Vale. Brynmor sat front and center, leaning back in his chair with studied casualness. Performing confidence. Count them, Lysander instructed. Fifteen. Brynmor has seven he controls… I recognize the ones who owe him money or favors. That’s nearly half. He needs eight for majority vote if this becomes a formal challenge. Alistair entered through the main doors, moving with deliberate confidence. Every eye tracked his progress across the hall. He could feel them evaluating him… noting the grey in his eyes, the sharpened features, the new scars visible on his hands. He reached the high seat. Didn’t sit immediately. Stood before it, letting the silence stretch, letting them wait. Good, Lysander approved. Make them uncomfortable. Remind them who holds power here. “Gentlemen,” Alistair said finally. His voice came out deeper than usual, carrying Lysander’s cadence. “I understand you have urgent business?” Lord Petyr stood… one of Brynmor’s faction, Alistair recognized. Sharp features, calculating eyes. “My lord, we’re concerned. About your health. About your fitness to rule.” “My health is improving.” “Is it?” Lord Garrick stood as well… another of Brynmor’s coalition. Older, more established. “You collapsed in this very hall four days ago. Couldn’t read a simple document. Had to be carried unconscious to your chambers. We understand the ritual causes… changes. But changes that prevent basic functioning?” They’re building their case, Lysander observed. Let them finish. Hear all their complaints. Then crush them systematically. “The transformation is intense,” Ser Morven added, standing. Three now. A coordinated assault. “We’ve all heard the stories about Lord Torvin. How the curse made him violent. Unpredictable. Your own grandfather had to be isolated in the tower for the safety of the household.” “And you,” Lord Petyr said, turning to address the room rather than Alistair, “hurt your own son. A five-year-old boy. During a training session you initiated. That’s not leadership. That’s dangerous instability.” Murmurs of agreement rippled through the assembled lords. Not universal… Castellan Norven and Godric remained stone-faced. But enough agreement to be concerning. Brynmor still hadn’t spoken. Sat watching with interest, letting his coalition do the work. Smart. Keep his hands clean while others made the accusations. Alright, Lysander said. My turn. Let me through. Alistair felt his posture shift. His weight redistributing. His expression hardening into something colder, more controlled. Lysander’s presence flooding forward, not quite possessing but close. Blending their consciousness for this performance. When Alistair spoke again, it was with Lysander’s voice layered over his own. “Finished? Good.” The words came out sharp as blades. “Lord Petyr. Your tax contribution is three months overdue. Not because you lack funds… because you’re spending them on your mistress’s gambling debts while your actual wife manages your estate. Shall we discuss that publicly?” Petyr went white. Sat down abruptly. “Lord Garrick.” Alistair’s eyes locked onto him. “Your son is stealing from your warehouses. Selling your grain to pirates operating out of Blackwater Bay. You know this. You’ve known for months. But you won’t act because confronting him means admitting you failed as a father. Shall we add theft to this discussion?” Garrick sputtered, face reddening. But he sat down. “Ser Morven.” Alistair’s smile was cold. “You’re writing letters to House Gareth about switching allegiances. You think they offer better terms than Vale. I have copies of those letters. Signed. Sealed. With very specific details about what you’re offering in exchange for their patronage. Would you like me to read them aloud? Or would you prefer to sit down and shut up?” Morven sat. Silence in the great hall. Complete. Heavy. Now address the room, Lysander instructed. Make them understand what challenging you means. Alistair turned slowly, making eye contact with each council member. “I know things. About all of you. Secrets. Weaknesses. Sins you thought were hidden. My father kept records. Meticulous records. About everyone in this room. Every debt. Every affair. Every questionable decision. And now those records are mine.” He let that sink in. “The curse doesn’t make me weak. It makes me dangerous. I have the tactical knowledge of Torvin. The strategic mind of Lysander. The ruthless efficiency of Rowaan. Combined with my own will. My own determination to protect this house and everyone under its protection.” Alistair moved to stand directly before Brynmor, who still hadn’t spoken. “You’ve been gathering support. Building coalition. Spreading doubts about my fitness. Very clever. Very subtle.” The smile that crossed Alistair’s face was pure Lysander. “But here’s what you don’t understand, cousin. I welcome challenges. Because challenges let me demonstrate strength. Let me remind everyone why Vale has ruled these lands for three hundred years.” Brynmor met his gaze steadily. “I meant no offense, my lord. Simply concern.” “Concern.” Alistair tasted the word. “How considerate. And your offer to have your sister translate Celdric’s journals… also concern?” “Family helping family.” “Family positioning itself for political advantage.” Alistair leaned closer, voice dropping to something only Brynmor could hear clearly. “I know your game. I see every move. And I’m telling you now… stand down. Or the secrets I know about YOU will become public knowledge. And trust me, cousin… yours are far worse than unpaid taxes.” Brynmor’s composure cracked for just a moment. Fear flickered across his face before the mask settled back into place. Good, Lysander purred. He’s afraid. He should be. Now seal this. Alistair straightened, addressing the full council again. “The northern grain contracts will be handled as originally planned. The harvest surplus will be distributed per the schedule Castellan Norven prepared. Training schedules continue as Master-at-Arms Godric outlined. All pending business proceeds as documented.” He moved to the high seat. Sat. The chair that had been his father’s, his grandfather’s, twenty generations of Vale lords before him. It fit perfectly. “This council is concluded. Unless anyone else has concerns they’d like to voice publicly?” Silence. “Then you’re dismissed.” The lords filed out quickly. Some looked relieved. Some looked frightened. All looked properly reminded of who held power in Castle Vale. Brynmor was last to leave. He paused at the door, glancing back. “Well played, cousin. But this isn’t over.” “No,” Alistair agreed, still seated in the high chair, Lysander’s presence still flooding through him. “It’s not. But next time you gather votes against me, make sure you have nine. Seven isn’t enough.” Brynmor left. The great hall emptied until only Elena, Castellan Norven, and Godric remained. Elena approached the high seat. “Alistair?” He blinked. Felt Lysander’s presence receding, flowing back to its usual depth. The cold calculation draining away, leaving just exhausted relief. “I’m here,” he said. His voice was his own again. “He’s… back.” “That was impressive,” Godric said quietly. “Terrifying. But impressive. You held the room completely.” “Lysander held the room,” Alistair corrected. “I just… let him.” And you did well, Lysander said, his voice distant but approving. You maintained yourself even while I worked. That’s progress. That’s partnership. Norven cleared his throat. “My lord… about those records. The secrets you mentioned. Do those actually exist?” Alistair smiled tiredly. “Some do. Some don’t. But they believe they do. That’s what matters.” “Bluffing.” Elena’s tone was caught between horror and admiration. “You were bluffing.” “About half of it.” Alistair stood, feeling the weight of the last hour settle onto his shoulders. “Petyr’s gambling problem is real. Garrick’s son is actually stealing. Morven’s letters exist. But the specific details? The things about Brynmor? Those were educated guesses based on Lysander’s pattern recognition.” And they worked, Lysander said with satisfaction. Because guilty men assume you know everything. Let them imagine what you might have discovered. Their own paranoia does the work. Alistair descended from the high seat, suddenly exhausted. The performance had cost him. Letting Lysander take that much control, even cooperatively, left him feeling hollow. Elena caught him as he swayed. “Let’s get you back to the chambers. You need rest.” “I need a drink,” Alistair muttered. “You need rest,” Elena insisted. “You just faced down a political coup. Successfully. But that kind of dominance display… it burns through you.” She’s right, Cassius observed. You let Lysander surface that much, it takes recovery time. The silver will help. But you need sleep. They left the great hall, Elena supporting him, Norven and Godric trailing behind to ensure no one interrupted their lord’s retreat. As they climbed the stairs back to the private chambers, Alistair couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d won the battle but revealed too much of his weapons. Brynmor now knew that Alistair would use Lysander when threatened. Knew that the curse could be weaponized for political dominance. The question was… what would Brynmor do with that knowledge?## ACT VI: THE EVENING VIGIL**

Evening came gently, painting their chambers in amber and gold. They prepared for bed with a routine that had already begun to feel normal… Elena helping Alistair undress, both of them moving around each other with the choreography of nine years’ marriage. Alistair stood before the mirror as Elena unfastened his doublet. He watched his reflection, cataloging changes. Face sharper. Eyes greyer. Height increased. Body recomposing toward warrior physique. Six scars visible, more hidden. “You’re staring,” Elena said softly. “Watching myself disappear.” He turned away from the mirror. “A little more every day.” “You’re still here.” She pressed her palm against his chest, over his heart. “I can feel you.” The silver suspension waited on the bedside table. Dark glass catching lamplight. Alistair moved to it, unstoppering the vial. Four days ago, taking this had been desperate measure. Unknown quantity. Now it was routine. He brought the vial to his lips, paused. “What if this is surrender? Accepting that I can’t fight the curse without chemical help.” “It’s not surrender,” Elena said firmly. “It’s strategy. Using available tools. Would you refuse a sword in battle because fighting unarmed seems more honorable?” She’s right, Cassius observed. Pride is expensive. Pragmatism is survival. You’re accepting the collar, Lysander said, but without his usual contempt. That’s what I couldn’t do for years. Maybe you’re smarter than I was. Alistair drank. The taste was horrific… metallic bitterness, like licking old coins dissolved in rotting flowers. He gagged, forced it down, felt the cold burn spreading through his chest. “Gods, that’s awful,” he gasped. “I’ll ask Theron to add honey tomorrow,” Elena offered water. “Make it less horrific.” “Honey won’t help.” But he drank the water gratefully. They climbed into bed together, Elena settling against his side with her head on his chest. The silver was already working… warmth spreading, tension easing, the ancestors’ voices fading to distant murmur. Good luck with the nightmares, Lysander said as his presence retreated. Try not to die in your sleep. REST… VESSEL… Rowaan rumbled. The voices faded. Not gone… never gone… but manageable. “Better?” Elena asked. “Better.” Alistair’s eyes were already heavy. “The silver works. Gives me space. Lets me be myself for a few hours.” “Then it’s worth the cost.” Elena’s hand found his, fingers intertwining. “Whatever the long-term effects… having you present, having you functional, that’s worth it.” “Even if my skin turns grey?” “Even then. Grey is very distinguished.” Her tone was light, teasing. Despite everything, Alistair smiled. “Distinguished. Right.” “Exactly. Very aristocratic.” They lay together as darkness deepened. As Alistair’s consciousness drifted toward the borderlands of sleep where nightmares waited. But tonight the nightmares would be quieter. Manageable. The silver ensuring even the ancestors’ worst memories came filtered, dampened, survivable. “Alistair?” Elena’s voice was drowsy. “Mm?” “We’re going to figure this out. The journals. The translator. Managing the curse. All of it. We’re going to find a way.” “I know.” He kissed the top of her head. “We’re partners. We figure things out together.” “Partners,” she murmured, already slipping toward sleep. Alistair held her as she drifted off, storing this moment in memory. Elena’s warmth against his side. Her breathing evening out. Her absolute faith that they could survive this. The curse might take his face, his body, his voice. Might fill his head with twenty generations of commentary. Might transform him day by day into something that looked more like the portraits than like himself. But moments like this… Elena sleeping peacefully, trusting him despite everything, refusing to give up… these were worth fighting for. These were worth surviving for. The silver pulled him down toward sleep. Toward nightmare catalog. Toward the between-place where twenty consciousnesses orbited his own like moons circling a dying star. But he’d wake. Morning would come. Another day would begin. And he’d keep fighting. One dose at a time. One night at a time. For as long as he could manage. The curse didn’t care about his determination. Just continued its relentless transformation, rewriting him cell by cell. But tonight… today… this moment… he was still himself. Still Alistair. Still worth saving.# CHAPTER 5 ### ACT I: 1 - THE MORNING COURT The predawn darkness clung to Castle Vale like a shroud. Alistair stood at his chamber window, watching torchlight flicker in the courtyard below as servants prepared for the day’s business. His right palm throbbed where the spiral scar coiled across his flesh. Six days since the ritual. Yesterday had been spent in recovery… sleeping under silver’s influence, letting his body repair the damage of three sleepless nights. Today, the work resumed. Six scars marking his body like a map of inherited violence. The newest had appeared last nightâ€”his father’s dueling scar across the left shoulder, raised and pink against his skin, burning with phantom pain from a wound dealt thirty years before his birth. Good, Lysander’s voice murmured in his mind. You’re collecting my marks. By the time we’re done, you’ll wear my entire history. “I’m not you,” Alistair whispered to the empty room. Not yet, Lysander agreed, contempt dripping from every syllable. But give it time, boy. Your body’s already eager to become something better. A knock at the door. “My lord?” Maester Theron’s voice, careful and measured. “The petitioners are gathering. First court session since Lysander’s passing.” The morning court. Alistair had nearly forgotten. His father had held court every fifth dayâ€”hearing petitions, settling disputes, dispensing justice. The tradition had lapsed in Lysander’s final years. Now the people expected their new lord to resume it. First court sets the tone, Lysander said. Rule with an iron fist from the start. Or, a deeper voice offeredâ€”older, more alien than the others, FAIR… SHOW… THEM… NOT… LYSANDER… Rowaan. The First Lord. The presence that spoke only rarely but carried weight when it did. Don’t listen to that ancient fool, Lysander snapped. Rowaan ruled so long ago he’s forgotten how the living think. Alistair shook his head, trying to clear it. The voices were getting louder. Harder to distinguish from his own thoughts. He dressed carefully, choosing the dark green doublet with silver fasteningsâ€”lordly but not ostentatious. He avoided the mirror. Last time he’d checked his reflection, his jawline had been sharper than it should be, his eyes a shade colder. Small changes. Subtle. But undeniable. You’re starting to look more like me, Lysander observed with satisfaction. At least he doesn’t look like you, Torvin cut in, amused. My features were better anyway. BOYS… Rowaan murmured. VESSEL… NEEDS… FOCUS… The great hall had been preparedâ€”the Lord’s chair on its dais, raised two steps above the floor. Captain Borin stood at attention near the door with four guards. Maester Theron waited beside the chair with his ledger, ready to record judgments. And lined up along the wallâ€”a dozen petitioners. Smallfolk mostly, farmers and craftsmen in their best clothes, nervous in the presence of lordly power. Alistair took his seat, feeling the weight of eyes on him. These people had known Lysander. They’d watched his slow descent into isolation, his increasingly erratic judgments, his final retreat from public life. Now they studied the son, searching for signs of the same madness. Give them a show, Lysander urged. Make them fear you more than they pity you. SHOW… THEM… NOT… LYSANDER… Rowaan countered. Maester Theron cleared his throat. “First petitioner, my lord. Osmund Weaver, regarding storm damage.” A thin man stepped forward, worn hands twisting a cap. “My lord, it’s about the storm three nights past. Took half my roof clean off. Workshop’s exposed, and I’ve got wet wool that’ll be ruined if it rains again. I’m asking for timber from the lord’s stores, if you’d be willingâ€”” “How much do you need?” Alistair asked. “Twenty planks, my lord, and maybe some thatchâ€”” “Thirty planks,” Alistair decided. “And tar for waterproofing. Maester Theron will provide a writ. Captain Borin, assign two men to help with repairs. A weaver without a roof can’t work, and we need wool for winter.” Soft, Lysander critiqued immediately. He asked for twenty, you gave thirty. You’re teaching them to ask for less and expect more. TEACHES… LORD… CARES… Rowaan countered. STRENGTH… IN… THAT… TOO… Caring is weakness, Lysander snapped. It gets you killed. Osmund Weaver bowed low. “Thank you, my lord. Bless you, my lord. I’ll work double timeâ€”” “Just get your roof fixed before the next storm,” Alistair said gently. “Next petitioner.” A boundary dispute between farmersâ€”Alistair ruled to resurvey the land, split the cost between both parties. The men grumbled but accepted the judgment. FAIR… Rowaan approved. NEITHER… WINS… COMPLETELY… BOTH… ACCEPT… OUTCOME… Boring, Torvin said. Get to something interesting. “Next petitioner.” A young man stepped forward, barely twenty, twisting his cap nervously. Behind him, a girl of similar age waited by the wall, her hands clasped tight. She wore a simple dress but carried herself with careful dignityâ€”minor nobility, perhaps. Or merchant class trying very hard to appear respectable. “My lord,” the young man began, his voice shaking. “I’m Derrick, fisherman. I… I wish to marry.” He gestured to the girl. “Maris, daughter of Harlen the chandler. We’ve spoken vows private-like, but her father… he won’t consent without your lordship’s blessing.” Oh, here we go, Lysander said with heavy irony. Marriage petition. How touching. Alistair glanced at the girl. She met his eyes briefly, then looked away. Frightened, but determined. “And why won’t her father consent?” “Says I’m beneath her, my lord. Her family’s got coin from the candle trade, and I’m just a fisherman. But I love her, and she…” He looked back at Maris. “She loves me too. We’ll work hard, my lord. I’ll provide for her proper, I swear it.” Deny him, Lysander said immediately. The social order exists for a reason. Merchants marry merchants. Fishermen marry fishermen’s daughters. Start mixing classes and everything falls apart. FATHER… TALKING… Rowaan murmured. NOT… YOU… “Where is the girl’s father?” Alistair asked. “Here, my lord.” A heavyset man pushed forward from the crowd, face red with anger and embarrassment. “Harlen the chandler. And I’ll say it plainâ€”this boy is NOT suitable for my daughter. She’s educated, raised proper, got prospects with merchant families from Greywater. This… this fisherman fills her head with romantic nonsense, and now she thinksâ€”” “I think I love him,” Maris said quietly, but her voice carried in the silent hall. “And I choose him, Father.” The hall held its breath. Tradition says the father decides, Torvin observed. Not the girl. Send her home, boy. This isn’t your concern. UNLESS… Rowaan said slowly, CHANGE… TRADITION… Alistair looked at the young couple. At the way they stoodâ€”separate but connected, terrified but hopeful. He remembered being young. Remembered Elena before they were married, when his father had questioned whether a minor house’s daughter was suitable for the Vale heir. “Does the girl have brothers?” he asked. “Two, my lord,” Harlen said. “Both learning the trade proper-like.” “Then her dowry isn’t needed for your business to continue.” Alistair leaned forward. “Here is my judgment. The marriage is permitted. Maris will wed Derrick the fisherman, with my blessing. Her dowry will be… modest. Enough to help them start a household, but not so much that it weakens your business, Master Harlen.” YOU’RE UNDERMINING THE ENTIRE SOCIAL STRUCTURE, Lysander roared in his mind. LETTING… LOVE… FLOURISH… Rowaan countered. RARE… THING… IN… WORLD… “But my lordâ€”” Harlen sputtered. “The decision is made,” Alistair said firmly. “Your daughter is old enough to know her own heart. And I’ll not force her into a loveless match with a merchant from Greywater just to satisfy class distinctions. Next petitioner.” Derrick and Maris both sank to their knees in gratitude, stammering thanks. Alistair waved them away gently, trying to ignore Lysander’s continued fury in his skull. At least someone’s getting laid, Torvin said with amusement. More than you can say, boy. “Next petitioner.” A young woman stepped forwardâ€”red-haired, pretty despite the bruise yellowing her cheek. “My lord, it’s my husband. Cobb, the tanner. When he drinks, he…” She couldn’t finish. Didn’t need to. The bruise said enough. Domestic matter, Torvin said, interested now. Husbands have right of discipline. Send her home with a warning to be more obedient. BARBARIC… Rowaan murmured. That’s law, Torvin countered. “How many times has he struck you?” Alistair asked quietly. “I… my lord, I shouldn’t have spoken. It’s not proper for a wife toâ€”” “How many times?” She met his eyes. Saw something there that gave her courage. “Six times, my lord. That I can count. More when I was… when I couldn’t remember after.” The hall had gone quiet. This wasn’t standard fare for morning court. Domestic disputes stayed domestic. Unless the lord chose to make them public. Alistair felt his ancestors waiting, curious which path he’d take. “Captain Borin,” he said. “Send two men to bring Cobb the tanner before me. Now.” Oh, this should be good, Lysander said. Within minutes, a thick-shouldered man was dragged into the hall, still reeking of ale and tanning chemicals. Cobb took one look at his wife, and his face went purple. “You DARE bring our private business beforeâ€”” “You’ll speak when I give you permission,” Alistair said quietly. But the tone was WRONG. Too cold. Too flat. Alistair felt it even as the words left his mouth… that wasn’t entirely him speaking. Let me handle this, Torvin said. You’re too soft for real justice. No, Alistair thought desperately. “Your wife bears bruises,” Alistair continued, fighting to keep his own voice. “Do you deny striking her?” “I have the RIGHTâ€”” Cobb lunged forward suddenly, drunk and furious, breaking free from one guard’s grip. “She’s MY property, and I’ll discipline her however Iâ€”” Alistair’s body moved. He didn’t choose to move. Didn’t decide. But suddenly he was on his feet, descending the dais steps with a predator’s grace that was absolutely not his own. Torvin flooded through him like ice water through cracked stone… muscle memory overlaying his limbs, combat instinct sharpening his vision. NO, Alistair screamed inside his own skull. Cobb swung a wild haymaker. Torvin made Alistair’s body slip under it effortlessly, pivot, drive an elbow into the tanner’s solar plexus. Cobb folded with a wheeze. The guards grabbed for them both, but Torvin was faster. Alistair watched from behind his own eyes as his right hand seized Cobb’s wrist, twisted it at an angle that made the tanner scream, forced him to his knees on the stone floor. “You like hitting people who can’t fight back?” Torvin asked through Alistair’s mouth, and the voice was iron on stone. “Let’s see how you like real violence.” His left hand… Alistair’s hand, but Torvin’s control… grabbed Cobb’s hair, slammed his face into the floor once, twice. Blood spattered. Someone in the crowd gasped. STOP IT, Alistair roared internally. STOP USING MEâ€” This is JUSTICE, Torvin snarled back. This is what real men do. They don’t debate. They don’t philosophize. They ACT. “My lord!” Captain Borin was moving forward, uncertain whether to intervene. “My lord, pleaseâ€”” Alistair felt himself stagger. Torvin’s control wavering as he fought back. For one horrible moment they wrestled for dominance… two consciousnesses in one body, each trying to move different directions. You’re WEAK, Torvin spat. But Alistair was desperate, and desperation gave him strength. He shoved back with everything he had, and… …suddenly he was himself again. Standing over Cobb’s bleeding form. His knuckles stained with the tanner’s blood. The hall utterly silent, everyone staring in horror. What had he done? What had TORVIN done through him? “Captain Borin,” Alistair said, his voice shaking now. His hands trembling. “Take him to the stocks. Three days. And if he strikes his wife again…” He had to pause, had to breathe. “…you lose your right hand. Third offense, you hang.” Cobb lay groaning on the floor, face a bloody mess. The guards hauled him up carefully. Alistair looked at the woman… the wife with the yellowing bruise. She was staring at him with a complex expression. Gratitude, yes. But also fear. Deep, visceral fear. “You’re granted dissolution of marriage,” Alistair said quietly. “Half his year’s earnings as compensation. Maester Theron will witness it.” She nodded mutely. “Captain Borin will station guards at your home. If he retaliates, come to me.” Alistair swallowed hard. “You’re safe now.” But the way she looked at him said she wasn’t sure. Wasn’t sure which was worse… a husband who beat her, or a lord who had ancient warriors living in his skull. Well THAT was magnificent, Lysander said with satisfaction. Finally acting like a lord. Finally showing teeth. You let me in, Torvin said. For just a moment. That’s progress. That’s… losing… yourself, Rowaan murmured sadly. Alistair walked back to his chair on legs that barely held him. Sat down heavily. Wiped blood from his knuckles onto his sleeve, leaving dark stains on dark fabric. And thenâ€” Pain. It hit without warning, lancing across his left forearm like someone had dragged a red-hot blade through flesh. Alistair’s hand clamped around the armrest, knuckles going white. He bit down hard on the inside of his cheek, tasting copper. Couldn’t scream. Couldn’t show weakness. Not here. Not with a hall full of people watching. The scar burned itself into existence beneath his sleeve. He could feel itâ€”tissue splitting, reforming, phantom wound from decades past carving itself onto his body. His vision blurred. The hall swam. Breathe, Torvin’s voice said, matter-of-fact. It’ll pass in a minute. This one’s mine, by the way. Bear hunting accident, age twenty-three. Claws raked me from elbow to wrist. Nearly died from blood loss. During court? Lysander sounded amused. The timing could be better, boy. “My lord?” Theron’s voice, concerned. “Are you well?” Alistair forced his jaw to unclench. Forced his breathing to steady. The pain was already receding, fading to the same phantom ache all his scars carried. “I’m fine,” he managed. “Just… a moment. Continue.” But he saw the way people were looking at him. The way Captain Borin’s hand had moved instinctively toward his sword. The way the petitioners had taken a collective step backward. They’d seen something in his face. Something that terrified them. Good, Lysander said softly. Fear is respect in disguise. OR… Rowaan murmured, FEAR… JUST… FEAR… Alistair pulled his right glove tighter, hiding the spiral scar that pulsed in rhythm with his new wound. Seven scars now. Seven pieces of his ancestors written into his flesh. How many more before there was nothing left of him? “Next petitioner,” he said, and his voice came out colder than he intended. But before anyone could step forward, a presence moved through the hall. The crowd parted. Elena. She crossed the floor with deliberate calm, carrying a brass cup. Steam rose from it… mulled wine, perhaps, or spiced tea. She climbed the dais steps and offered it to him without ceremony. “My lord,” she said formally, for the crowd. “You’ve been holding court for two hours without refreshment.” It was a lie. Had only been an hour, maybe less. But it gave her an excuse to be here, to stand close enough that only he could hear her next words. “Your hand is shaking,” she said quietly. “And there’s blood on your sleeve.” Alistair took the cup. Their fingers touched briefly. Her skin was warm, alive, real. An anchor to something other than ancestral voices and phantom pain. “I’m managing,” he said. “You’re pale.” Elena’s eyes searched his face. “And your jaw is different. Sharper.” She sees it, Lysander observed. She knows you’re changing. SHE… KNOWS… Rowaan murmured. LOVES… HIM… “The petitions are almost done,” Alistair said, avoiding her observation. “I’ll rest after.” “Will you?” She didn’t believe him. He could see it in the way her mouth tightened. “Or will you find another reason to push yourself? Another crisis? Another responsibility?” He wanted to tell her she was wrong. Wanted to promise he’d take care of himself. But they both knew it would be a lie. “Thank you for the wine,” he said instead. Elena held his gaze a moment longer. Then nodded, playing her public role again. “Of course, my lord. Captain Borin, ensure my husband has water at hand. He tends to forget such necessities.” A few chuckles from the crowd. Tension breaking slightly. Elena descended the dais, but as she passed, she let her hand brush against his shoulder. Brief. Gentle. A wife’s concern wrapped in ladylike propriety. Alistair watched her disappear through the side door. The wine in his cup was warm, fragrant with cinnamon and clove. He drank, and for just a moment, the voices quieted. Then Torvin spoke: She’s right, you know. You’re running yourself into the ground. Good, Lysander countered. Exhaustion makes the integration faster. That’s… not… helpful, Rowaan said. “Next petitioner,” Alistair repeated, setting the cup aside. His hands were steadier now. Elena had done that. Given him thirty seconds of being human again. He wondered how long that would last. The hall had gone tense. Quiet. People shifted nervously, eyeing the guards, eyeing their young lord who’d just convulsed in pain and emerged looking… different. Harder. An elderly woman came forward, supported by a younger manâ€”her son, perhaps. She moved carefully, as if each step hurt. Her face was carved with grief and fury. “My lord,” she said, and her voice cracked. “I petition for justice. For my granddaughter.” Alistair’s hands tightened on the armrests. Something in the woman’s tone. Something in the way she held herself. “Go on.” “Three nights past. During the storm.” The woman’s son put his hand on her shoulder, steadying her. “My granddaughter Bessâ€”she’s fourteen, my lordâ€”she was caught out late, rushing home from market before the rain hit. She took the coast road. Thought it was faster.” Oh no, Lysander said quietly. “A man stopped her,” the woman continued, each word clearly costing her. “Offered shelter in an abandoned boathouse until the storm passed. She was soaked through, shivering. Didn’t think… didn’t know…” She couldn’t continue. Her son picked up the thread, his voice tight with rage barely controlled. “He forced himself on her, my lord. Beat her when she fought. Left her bleeding in that boathouse and walked away. She made it home after the storm. Told us what happened. Told us who.” The hall was utterly silent now. This wasn’t domestic discipline or boundary disputes. This was violence. Violation. The kind of crime that demanded blood. Finally, Torvin said. Real justice. Real consequence. “Who?” Alistair asked, and his voice had gone flat. Cold. Not entirely his own. “Gared, my lord. Gared the cooper. Lives in the lower town. Has a wife and three children of his own.” The son’s hands clenched into fists. “We wanted to handle it ourselves, my lord, but grandmother said… said we should come to you. Said the new lord would give us justice.” Will you? Lysander asked. Or will you be soft again? Give him a fine and a warning? This… Rowaan’s voice was different now. Colder. Ancient. This… demands… blood. “Captain Borin,” Alistair said. “Bring Gared the cooper before me. Immediately. And bring the girl, if she’s able. I’ll hear her testimony directly.” The next minutes passed in heavy silence. People whispered. Someone brought the grandmother a stool. The son stood rigid, vibrating with barely contained violence. When Gared was dragged in, he was already drunk despite the early hour. He had the look of a man who thought himself untouchableâ€”thick arms from years of barrel-making, a cruel mouth, small eyes that slid away from direct gaze. “What’s this about?” he demanded. “I’ve done nothing wrongâ€”” “Be silent,” Alistair said, and the voice that came out was Torvin’s register. Command absolute. Gared’s mouth snapped shut. The girl was brought in next. Fourteen years old, hollow-eyed, moving like something broken inside. Bruises on her face. Split lip healing badly. She wouldn’t look at Gared, but when she saw him, she flinched. That flinch was all the evidence Alistair needed. “Tell me what happened,” he said gently to the girl. “In your own words.” She spoke haltingly, voice barely above a whisper. Storm. Shelter offered. False kindness. Then violence. She gave detailsâ€”specific, damning, impossible to fabricate. The rain had been too loud for anyone to hear her screaming. He’s going to deny it, Lysander predicted. Gared did. Loudly. “She’s lying! Girl probably got rough with some boy her own age, got caught, made up a story toâ€”” “ENOUGH.” Alistair stood. The hall seemed to darken. “I don’t need your confession. The evidence speaks. A fourteen-year-old girl doesn’t fabricate injuries like those. Doesn’t speak with that specific detail unless she lived it.” Good, Torvin approved. Now show them what happens to predators. “Do you have anything to say in your defense?” Alistair asked. “Anything that might change my judgment?” Gared’s face had gone from red to pale. “My lord, I… I have a wife. Children. If you punish me, they’llâ€”” “You should have thought of them before you raped a child.” Alistair’s voice was ice. “Here is my judgment.” The hall held its breath. “Gared the cooper, you are guilty of rape. The sentence is castration, to be carried out tomorrow at dawn in the public square. After which you will be exiled from Vale lands for life. If you ever return, the sentence is death. Immediate. No trial.” FINALLY, Lysander and Torvin said together, in rare agreement. JUSTICE… Rowaan murmured. TRUE… JUSTICE… Gared began screaming. Pleading. Calling for mercy. His wife and children. His trade. His life. “You gave her no mercy,” Alistair said flatly. “You expect more than you gave? Captain Borin. Take him to the cells. Guard him well. If he somehow escapes before dawn…” He let the threat hang. “Yes, my lord.” Borin’s voice carried satisfaction. The captain had daughters. As Gared was dragged away, still screaming, Alistair turned to the grandmother and her son. “The crown will provide recompense. Twenty silver marks to your family, and the girl will have first choice of Gared’s property after his exileâ€”his tools, his workshop, his remaining goods. It won’t undo what was done. But it’s what law allows.” The grandmother was weeping now. Not from griefâ€”from relief. “Thank you, my lord. Bless you, my lord. You’ve given us justice when I thought… when I feared…” FEARED… LIKE… LYSANDER… Rowaan observed. INDIFFERENT… CRUEL… DISMISSIVE… “Take your granddaughter home,” Alistair said gently. “Help her heal. And know that in Vale, this crime will never be tolerated. Never.” They left, supported by neighbors who’d gathered close. Other women in the hall looked at each other with something like hope. Something like safety. The remaining petitioners suddenly found their grievances less urgent. Within minutes, the hall had cleared. By the time the last petitioner departed, Alistair was alone in the hall with Theron, Captain Borin, and the guards. The silence felt heavy. Weighted with judgment. Captain Borin approached first, stopping a respectful distance from the dais. His weathered face was unreadable, but his eyes held something Alistair couldn’t quite parse. “Permission to speak freely, my lord?” “Granted.” Alistair rolled his left sleeve down, hiding Torvin’s bear scars. The phantom pain was already fading to a dull throb. “That was well done.” Borin’s voice was rough with approval. “All of it. The weaver petitionâ€”smart, builds loyalty. The marriage rulingâ€”bold, but fair. The domestic violence caseâ€”harsh enough to be remembered, merciful enough to be just.” He paused. “And the rape case… my lord, that was necessary. Long overdue in this house.” NOT… LYSANDER… Rowaan observed. RELIEVED… “Your father,” Borin continued carefully, “would have fined Gared fifty marks and sent him home. Maybe a week in the stocks if he was feeling stern. He didn’t…” The captain searched for words. “He didn’t see those crimes as worth his attention. Beneath lordly concern.” “They’re not beneath mine,” Alistair said quietly. “The men noticed, my lord. They’re talking already. Saying Vale has a lord who protects the weak. Who doesn’t just rule from on high but sees what happens in the lower town.” Borin met his eyes directly. “That buys loyalty money can’t purchase.” Strategic, Lysander admitted grudgingly. I’ll grant you that. Fear AND loyalty. Not a bad combination. Maester Theron approached more cautiously, ledger clutched to his chest. His grey eyes studied Alistair with that look he gotâ€”concerned teacher evaluating troubled student. “My lord, your armâ€”” “It’s fine, Theron.” “You nearly lost consciousness in front of the entire hall.” “Nearly. But I didn’t.” Alistair stood, testing his balance. Solid enough. “I held court. I made rulings. I maintained control.” “Did you?” Theron asked quietly. Something in his tone made Alistair pause. “My lord, when you sentenced Gared… for a moment, your voice was different. Your face. You looked…” He trailed off. Like me, Torvin supplied. He’s saying you looked like me. And he’s terrified. “Looked like what, Maester?” Theron swallowed hard. “Like your grandfather. Like Lord Torvin. That same… coldness. Certainty. Capacity for brutality without hesitation.” He clutched his ledger tighter. “I served your grandfather briefly, before he died. Watched him pass judgment. It was… efficient. Absolute. And utterly terrifying.” The maester approached cautiously, and Alistair could see the old man’s hands trembling. “The people saw it too, my lord. That moment when you became something other. They’re relieved you used it against Gared instead of them. But they’re also wondering…” Theron’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Wondering how long before that coldness becomes permanent. Before you forget how to turn it off.” He’s not wrong, Lysander said. Each time you let us through, it gets easier. Soon you won’t be able to tell where you end and we begin. “We need to discuss Ser Brynmor’s inquiry,” Theron said, shifting topics before Alistair could respond. “His case is strengthening. If we don’t prepare a defenseâ€”” “Not now,” Alistair interrupted. He needed air. Needed space. Needed to be anywhere but in this hall where his people had just watched him become his grandfather for ten terrifying seconds. “My lordâ€”” “I said not now, Theron.” The tone came out harsher than intended. Torvin’s register again. Command absolute. The maester flinched. See? Torvin said with satisfaction. It’s getting easier. Alistair forced his voice back to something softer. “Later. We’ll discuss Brynmor later. Right now I need…” What? Air? Space? To be alone with three dead men arguing in his skull? “I need to check on the voyage preparations. The fleet launches in days.” “My lord,” Borin said carefully, “if I mayâ€”the men will follow you. After today’s court, they’ll follow you into hell if you ask. But they need to trust you won’t become…” He gestured vaguely. “Whatever your father became. Whatever made him withdraw.” “I won’t,” Alistair said, though the promise felt hollow even as he spoke it. Of course you will, Lysander said. It’s inevitable. The only question is how long you’ll fight it first. He left the hall before either man could argue further, ancestors whispering in his skull like carrion birds arguing over a carcass.### ACT I: 2 - VOYAGE PREPARATION The sea… will tell, Rowaan added. The sea… always… tells. The walk to the harbor took him through the lower townâ€”narrow streets lined with salt-weathered buildings, merchants opening shutters, fishermen mending nets. People stopped when they saw him. Some bowed. Others made warding signs and hurried inside. They think you’re cursed, Lysander observed. They’re not wrong. The harbor spread before himâ€”a natural cove protected by high cliffs on three sides, water deep enough for the largest vessels. Four ships currently berthed, but only one commanded attention. The Val-an. She sat at the fourth berth like a predator at rest. Eighty-five feet of oak and innovation, her triple lateen rig towering above the more traditional square-riggers docked nearby. Even at rest, she looked fast. Dangerous. Revolutionary. I’ll admit, Torvin said, and there was genuine respect in his voice, she’s magnificent. Better than anything we had in my time. Alistair approached the gangplank, running his hand along the hull. The wood was smooth, freshly tarred, the reinforced bow gleaming with bronze plating. His design. His vision. The culmination of two years’ work modernizing Vale’s failing whaling fleet. And if this hunt failed, it would all mean nothing. “Admiring your handiwork, my lord?” Captain Kellon stood on deck, gap-toothed grin showing. He was perhaps forty-five, weathered by decades at sea, with the particular confidence of a man who’d survived things that killed others. “Checking the hull,” Alistair said, climbing aboard. The deck shifted beneath himâ€”alive, moving with the water’s rhythm. “Everything ready?” “As ready as she’ll be. Rigging’s tested, sails are sound, hull’s watertight.” Kellon’s expression sobered. “It’s not the ship I’m worried about, my lord.” Here it comes, Lysander said. Alistair waited. “The crew’s nervous. Word’s spread about the court session. About you… changing. They saw something in your face when that scar hit you. Something that scared them.” Kellon leaned against the mast, casual but watching carefully. “Sailors are superstitious bastards. They hear ‘cursed lord’ and start thinking about storms and sea monsters and all manner of bad luck.” “How many refused to sail?” “Seven. Out of thirty-eight we had signed. Seven said they’d rather lose their advance than spend a month at sea with a possessed lord.” Kellon spat over the rail. “I replaced them. Found desperate men who need coin more than they fear curses. But they’re green, my lord. Untested.” Seven, Torvin mused. Could be worse. Could be all of them. “Will they mutiny?” Alistair asked directly. Kellon considered. “Depends. If the hunt goes well, if you keep yourself controlled, if we return with full holds and fat purses? They’ll follow you to hell and back. But if things go wrong…” He shrugged. “Sailors solve problems. And a cursed captain is a problem that can be solved with rope and deep water.” “Practical men.” “Practical enough to know their lord designed the best whaling ship in three hundred years. Practical enough to want their share of the profits.” Kellon’s grin returned. “Just keep the voices to yourself, and we’ll be fine.” He knows, Rowaan observed. Or suspects… enough. “The provisions?” Alistair asked, changing subjects. “Quartermaster Rynd’s below, finishing inventory. Want to see?” They descended into the holdâ€”a vast space lined with barrels and crates, everything secured against rough seas. The smell hit immediately: salt pork, hardtack, tar, rope, and beneath it all, the peculiar scent of a new shipâ€”fresh-cut wood and possibility. Quartermaster Rynd looked up from his ledgerâ€”a thin man with ink-stained fingers and the particular fussiness of someone who counted everything twice. “My lord. We’re nearly provisioned. Just waiting on the final barrels of salt pork.” Alistair moved through the hold, checking tie-downs, examining barrel seals. His hands moved with practiced ease, testing knots, checking for moisture damage. That’s my knowledge, Torvin said. I spent twenty years at sea. Your hands remember things you never learned. “How much salted meat?” Alistair asked. “Forty barrels. Standard ration for six weeks at sea, with a week’s cushion for delays.” Not enough, Torvin said immediately. “Sixty barrels,” Alistair heard himself say. Torvin’s voice, Torvin’s certainty. “Northern waters are unpredictable. Storms can pin you in coves for days. And if we sight a pod early, we’ll chase them into ice fields if needed. Extra week’s provisions could mean the difference between a full hold and turning back empty.” Listen to yourself, Lysander said. That’s not you talking. That’s him. Using your mouth like a puppet. Rynd frowned. “Sixty barrels means less space for whale oil, my lord. We’d be sacrificing cargo capacity for provisions we probably won’t need.” “Better to sacrifice cargo space than sacrifice crew,” Alistair said, and again the voice was Torvin’s register. “Dead men don’t process whales. Get sixty barrels.” STOP, Alistair thought desperately. Stop using my voice. Stop moving my hands. This is MY bodyâ€” It’s OUR body, Torvin corrected. And I know ships better than you ever will, boy. You want to survive this voyage? Listen. Rynd made a note, clearly unhappy but unwilling to argue. “As you command. Anything else?” Alistair opened his mouth, and for a terrifying moment didn’t know whose words would come out. “Weapons,” he managed, and at least that was his own voice. “How many harpoons?” “Twenty-four regular harpoons, six heavy irons for adult bulls. Standard complement.” Wrong, Torvin said. You need twice that. Whales don’t die easy. The boy asked a question, Lysander interrupted. Let him have his own thoughts occasionally. His own thoughts will get him killed, Torvin snapped back. Better dead… than erased, Rowaan murmured. The ancestors began arguing, their voices overlapping, and Alistair’s skull felt suddenly too small to contain them all. He gripped the nearest barrel, steadying himself. “My lord?” Rynd’s voice, concerned. “Are you well?” “Fine. Just…” He forced himself to breathe. “The harpoons are sufficient. What about medical supplies?” They went through the rest of the inventoryâ€”rope, tar, sail cloth, tools for rendering whale carcasses, empty barrels for oil, personal effects for the crew. Each item prompted commentary from the ancestors: Torvin questioning quantities, Lysander criticizing inefficiency, Rowaan offering cryptic observations about the sea’s demands. By the time they finished, Alistair’s head throbbed and his right palm burned where the spiral scar pulsed hot beneath his glove. “We’re ready, my lord,” Rynd said finally. “Launch at dawn in three days, assuming the tide’s right.” Three days, Lysander repeated. Three days until you sail into isolation with nothing but crew and ancestors. No Elena to ground you. No Theron to counsel you. Just open water and voices that get LOUDER when there’s no distraction. Alistair climbed back on deck, breathing the salt air, trying to clear his head. The harbor looked different from shipboardâ€”smaller, more distant, like he was already leaving. Kellon joined him at the rail. “Nervous, my lord?” “Should I be?” “Most lords would be. First hunt, crew that half-believes you’re cursed, political enemies waiting for you to fail.” Kellon pulled out a pipe, tamping tobacco. “But you’re not most lords, are you? You designed this beauty. You understand what she can do. And despite everything…” He gestured vaguely at Alistair’s face. “Despite whatever’s happening to you, you’re still sharp enough to know we need extra provisions.” Was that you who knew? Alistair wondered. Or was that Torvin? He couldn’t tell anymore. And that was the most terrifying part. “Three days,” Alistair said. “Then we hunt.” “Then we hunt,” Kellon agreed, lighting his pipe. “Gods have mercy on us all.” GODS… Rowaan murmured, ABANDONED… US… LONG… AGO…### ACT I: 3 - THE JOURNAL DISCOVERY Alistair’s study occupied the eastern corner of the lord’s chambersâ€”a small room with a single window overlooking the sea. His father’s desk still held Lysander’s things: quills arranged by size, ink bottles sealed with wax, ledgers stacked with obsessive precision. He’d been avoiding this room. Avoiding the ghost of the man who’d worn his face for twenty-eight years before dying hollow and cold. But if he was sailing north in three days, he needed to understand what he was walking into. And Lysander had sailed those same waters. Had hunted whales in his youth, before the possession made him retreat from everything that required extended isolation. Looking for advice from a dead man? Lysander’s voice carried bitter amusement. How touching. “You sailed north,” Alistair said aloud. “Three times. The records show you captained whaling expeditions before you were twenty-five. Then you stopped. Why?” Silence. For once, his father had no ready answer. He doesn’t want you to know, Torvin observed. That’s interesting. What happened at sea that scared Lysander so badly he never sailed again? Alistair began searching the desk. Official correspondence in the first drawerâ€”letters from neighboring lords, trade agreements, diplomatic nonsense. The second drawer held financial ledgers, meticulously maintained. The third, personal effects: a pipe, sealing wax, a silver ring that had been Lysander’s father’s. Nothing about whaling. Nothing about voyages. You’re wasting your time, Lysander said, and there was an edge to it now. Urgency. There’s nothing here. Go check on the ship preparations. Talk to Elena. Do anything exceptâ€” The bottom drawer was locked. Alistair stared at it. In a desk full of organized, accessible papers, one drawer had been locked and the key removed. Don’t, Lysander said, and for the first time since the ritual, his father sounded genuinely afraid. Leave it alone, boy. Some things are better not known. Which meant it was exactly what Alistair needed to find. He searched the study. The key wouldn’t be farâ€”Lysander had been paranoid, not cautious. Somewhere close. Somewhere he could access easily but visitors wouldn’t notice. Behind a loose stone in the fireplace, wrapped in oilcloth: a small iron key. I’m warning you, Lysander said, and his voice had gone cold. Threatening. Open that drawer and you’ll regret it. Alistair opened the drawer. Inside, a single leather-bound journal. No title, no identifying marks. Just worn leather and pages yellowed with age. He opened it to the first page. Lysander Vale, Private Record. To be destroyed upon my death. If you’re reading this, I’m dead and someone failed to follow my instructions. Damn them. The handwriting was his father’sâ€”younger, less controlled, the script of a man in his early twenties. Before lordship. Before the worst of the possession. Alistair turned the page. First Entry: Three days before departure. I’m twenty-two years old. Father died six months ago. The ritual took him, left me with three voicesâ€”Torvin, Rowaan, and now Father himself, adding his contempt to the chorus. Captain Brennan says the northern waters are running clear. Good hunting promised. Fourteen ships in the fleet, and I’ll captain the Swift Hunter. Father never let me sail while he lived. Said it was too dangerous. I thought he meant the whales. He meant something else entirely. The next several entries detailed the voyage’s beginningâ€”departure from harbor, following the coast north, the first whale sighting. Normal, mundane, the kind of log any captain might keep. Then, dated two weeks into the voyage: The voices are different at sea. Louder. More insistent. In the castle, there were distractionsâ€”people, duties, walls to absorb the noise. Here, there’s only water and sky and endless horizon. Nothing to ground myself against. Nothing to remind me I’m real and they’re just echoes. Father talks constantly now. Never shuts up. Every decision questioned, every order criticized. Torvin wants to hunt more aggressivelyâ€”chase the pods into ice fields, risk the ship for bigger catches. Rowaan whispers about the deep water, about things that live beneath the waves, about how the sea “remembers” all the Vale lords who’ve sailed these waters. I’m sleeping three hours a night. Maybe less. Every time I close my eyes, I dream their dreams. Father’s memories flood through meâ€”fifty years of lordship compressed into nightmares I can’t escape. I wake up not knowing if I’m Lysander or if I’m him. The crew is starting to notice. Alistair’s hands tightened on the journal. This was it. This was what Lysander had tried to hide. Stop reading, his father commanded. You’ve seen enough. You know I survived. That’s all you need to know. Alistair kept reading. Day 23: Lost three days to storm. Huddled in a cove while wind tried to rip the ship apart. The voices used every hour to argue. About the storm, about hunting strategy, about whether we should turn back. I couldn’t think through the noise. Couldn’t hear my own thoughts. One of the crewâ€”Gregor, good man, sailed with me beforeâ€”found me on deck at midnight screaming at people who weren’t there. Talking in different voices. He looked at me like I was possessed. Because I am. Day 28: Successful hunt. Took down a bull whale. Should be celebrating. Instead, I can barely function. The voices are so loud now I can’t tell which thoughts are mine. Gave orders this morning in Father’s voice, his exact phrasing, his contemptuous tone. The crew obeyed, but their eyes held fear. They’re starting to understand something’s wrong with their captain. Torvin suggested we kill the navigator. Just walk up behind him and push him overboard. Said it casually, like suggesting we change course. And for a momentâ€”gods help me, for a momentâ€”I considered it. Felt my hands move toward his back before I caught myself. I’m losing control. The isolation, the lack of distraction, the endless empty horizonâ€”it’s stripping away the barriers I built. Making the ancestors REAL. Making them PRESENT in a way they never were at the castle. I need to get off this ship. The next entry was dated two days later, and the handwriting had changed. Sharper. More aggressive. Not quite Lysander’s anymore. Day 30: Weather turned. Storm coming from the north. We should run for port. Brennan says we can outrun it if we leave now. But Father says we’re cowards. Says real Vale lords don’t flee from weather. I gave the order to stay. The crew thinks I’ve gone mad. Maybe I have. Maybe that’s the point. The ancestors want me to understand: the sea is THEIR domain. Every Vale lord who sailed these waters left pieces of themselves in the deep. The water remembers. And when we’re here, surrounded by nothing but their memories, we belong more to them than to ourselves. Several pages had been torn out. Alistair found the journal again ten days later: Day 40: We’re heading home. Three-quarters full hold. By any measure, a successful voyage. The crew won’t look me in the eye anymore. I know what they saw. I know what I became. I’m writing this as a warning to whoever comes after me. To my son, if he inherits this curse. To any Vale lord stupid enough to think the sea will cure what ails him: IT WON’T. The ocean doesn’t quiet the voices. It AMPLIFIES them. Strips away every defense, every distraction, every piece of self you use to stay separate from them. At sea, there is no “you” and “them.” There is only US. The collective. The curse in its purest form. I will never sail again. The voices are quieter now that we’re in sight of land, but I can still feel how close I came. How near to the edge. A few more weeks and I would have ceased entirely. Become them. Another echo added to the chorus. If you’re reading this and planning to sail: DON’T. Find another way. The sea promises freedom but delivers dissolution. Every wave erodes you. Every night without walls leaves you more vulnerable. And when you returnâ€”if you returnâ€”you’ll be less yourself than when you left. I survived three voyages. On the third, I nearly killed my first mate during a hallucination. They had to chain me in my cabin for the last week of the journey. That’s why I stopped. Not because I lost interest in whaling. Because I could feel what another voyage would do. It would erase me. Stay on land. Stay where walls and people and duties can anchor you. The curse is manageable in the castle. At sea, it’s absolute. The final entry, dated twenty-six years earlier: To whoever finds this: I ordered it destroyed. If it still exists, someone disobeyed. Good. Maybe it will save them. Maybe it will save you. The sea is not salvation. It’s surrender. â€”Lysander Vale, age 24, three months returned from his final voyage Alistair closed the journal, hands shaking. The paper felt contaminated. Dangerous. Like a curse itself. Now you know, Lysander said quietly. Now you understand why I tried to stop you. “You could have just told me,” Alistair said. “Could have explainedâ€”” COULD I? Lysander’s voice turned sharp. When every conversation is witnessed by ancestors who don’t WANT you to know? When Torvin and Rowaan suppress anything that threatens their access to the living world? I tried, boy. In my own way, I tried to warn you. But the curse wouldn’t let me say it directly. That’s the trap. We can’t warn you properly. Can’t save you from making the same mistakes we did. All we can do is hope you’re smart enough to figure it out yourself. You just did. And now you know: if you sail, you’re gambling everything. Not just the economic future of Vale. Not just your political position. Your SELF. The person you are will not survive a month at sea with us. Alistair looked out the window at the harbor. At the Val-an sitting ready. At the crew preparing for departure. At the economic salvation and political victory that waited in northern waters. And at the price for reaching it: dissolution. Erasure. Becoming nothing but a vessel for dead men’s voices. So, Torvin said, almost gently. What are you going to do? The journal sat on the desk, its warning clear and damning. Three days until departure. And Alistair had just learned that the voyage he’d planned as salvation was actually a trapâ€”one his father had barely survived, and one he himself might not. Outside, the sea crashed against the rocks. Calling. Waiting. Patient as death. SEA… ALWAYS… WINS… Rowaan murmured. ONLY… QUESTION… HOW… MUCH… REMAINS… WHEN… DONE…### ACT I: 4 - THE DECISION The war room occupied the castle’s third floorâ€”a circular space with maps covering every wall and a heavy oak table in the center. Alistair had called the meeting for late afternoon, after the journal’s revelations had time to settle into cold, terrifying certainty. Around the table: Captain Borin, Maester Theron, Castellan Hadric, Harbor Master Wyck, and Captain Kellon. The people who actually ran Vale while lords dealt with ancestors. “Gentlemen,” Alistair began, spreading a financial ledger across the table. “Let me show you exactly how bad things are.” The numbers told a brutal story. Vale’s treasury: nearly depleted. Winter stores: adequate but not comfortable. Trade income: declining as neighboring houses shifted routes away from “unstable” territory. The whaling fleet’s previous catches: sold at discount due to Lysander’s erratic negotiations. “We have coin for perhaps four more months,” Hadric said quietly, his castellan’s precision making the statement worse. “After that, we’ll need to raise taxes, cut garrison wages, or sell land. All three signal weakness. Neighboring lords are already circling.” Like I said, Lysander murmured. I left you a house on the brink of collapse. You’re welcome. “The whaling expedition could change this?” Borin asked, studying the ledgers. “If successful, yes.” Alistair pointed to projections he’d calculated. “Four ships, full holds, quality oil at current market rates. We’re looking at eighteen months’ operating expenses recovered in one voyage. Maybe two years if we negotiate well.” “And if unsuccessful?” Theron asked. “We lose the ships, the crews, the investment in provisions.” Alistair met each man’s eyes. “And Vale becomes vulnerable. Brynmor moves for regency. Neighboring houses press territorial claims. Everything falls apart.” Wyck, the harbor master, leaned forward. “The ships are sound, my lord. Best we’ve built in decades. The Val-an especiallyâ€”revolutionary design. But ships don’t guarantee catches. Northern waters are unpredictable. Whales are scarce some seasons.” “Which is why,” Alistair said, and this was where it got complicated, “I’m sailing with the fleet. Taking personal command of the Val-an.” The silence that followed was profound. “My lord,” Hadric said carefully, “the inquiry is in three days. If you’re not presentâ€”” “Brynmor will claim I fled. I know.” Alistair had thought this through. Had run every angle while sitting in his father’s study, holding the journal that proved he was sailing toward his own erasure. “But let me ask you something: if I stay and defend myself at the inquiry, what do I defend?” He looked at each man in turn. “That I’m competent despite hearing voices? That House Vale should trust a lord who shows the same symptoms his father did? That the ‘Vale Malady’ Brynmor’s calling it is manageable?” You can’t defend it, Lysander said. Because it’s true. You ARE becoming me. Becoming all of us. “You can’t win that fight,” Borin said bluntly. “Not with words. Brynmor will trot out witnesses. They’ll testify about the sword incident with Gareth, about your… episodes… during court sessions. About scars that appear from nowhere.” He tapped the table. “In a political battle, you lose.” “Exactly.” Alistair felt the certainty solidifying. “But I CAN win an economic battle. I can prove the Val-an design works. I can return with full holds and undeniable success. Results trump accusations.” Risky, Rowaan murmured. But… logical. “How long would you be gone?” Theron asked. “Four weeks to reach the hunting grounds. Two to four weeks there, depending on success. Four weeks return.” Alistair did the math. “Minimum two months. Possibly three if weather’s bad or hunting’s poor.” “Brynmor will move for regency long before you return,” Hadric said. “He won’t wait three months. He’ll claim you’ve abandoned your duties.” “Then we don’t let him.” Alistair looked at Theron. “You said you could delay the inquiry. How long?” “Honestly? A week, maybe two with creative procedure.” Theron consulted his notes. “After that, the assembled lords will demand answers. Brynmor has momentum. Every day you’re absent, his case strengthens.” “What if Elena represents Vale at the inquiry?” Alistair asked. That got their attention. “Your wife?” Hadric’s skepticism was clear. “My lord, with all respect, women don’t typicallyâ€”” “Elena is smarter than any of us,” Alistair interrupted. “Better at politics. More diplomatic. She’s the mother of Vale’s heir.” He let that sink in. “Brynmor’s claiming I’m unfit. Fine. Elena presents herself as the stabilizing force. The competent partner keeping Vale functional while her husband proves his innovation works. She doesn’t deny the voices existâ€”she reframes them as a temporary condition being managed.” Clever, Lysander admitted. She argues you’re not fleeing, you’re leading. Not hiding, but proving yourself through action rather than words. “She’d need full authority,” Theron said, thinking it through. “Proxy powers to make decisions in your absence. Legal standing to represent the house.” “Draw up the documents. I’ll sign them before I sail.” Borin leaned back, arms crossed. “The crew will be another problem, my lord. They’re already nervous about sailing with a ‘cursed’ captain. If you’re in command, not just observing…” “Then Captain Kellon guides me. I follow his lead, learn as we go.” Alistair gestured to Kellon, who’d been silent until now. “The Val-an is my design. I should be the one to prove it works.” Kellon’s gap-toothed grin appeared. “I can keep you alive, my lord. Probably. Long as you listen and don’t do anything spectacularly stupid.” “The spectacularly stupid part might be challenging,” Alistair admitted. “Given present circumstances.” That got a few grim chuckles. “So,” Borin said, summarizing. “You sail tomorrow. Elena represents Vale at the inquiry, arguing you’re demonstrating leadership through economic action rather than political defense. We hold the territory for two, maybe three months. You return with proof the whaling innovation works, and Brynmor’s case collapses.” “That’s the plan.” “And if the voyage fails?” Hadric asked quietly. “If you don’t return? If the Val-an sinks or the hunting’s poor or…” He trailed off, not saying the other possibility: if you lose control and the crew throws you overboard. “Then Brynmor wins anyway,” Alistair said. “At least this way, we go down fighting.” Spoken like a Vale, Torvin approved. Spoken like an IDIOT, Lysander corrected. But an idiot with conviction. The meeting broke up with grim nods and promises to prepare. Borin would ensure the garrison stayed loyal to Elena during Alistair’s absence. Hadric would manage the castle. Theron would coach Elena on legal maneuvers. Wyck would oversee the fleet’s departure. As the others filed out, Kellon lingered. “My lord, one thing.” The captain’s weathered face was serious. “The fourth ship needs a name. Sailors won’t sail an unnamed vessel. Bad luck.” Superstitious nonsense, Lysander said. SUPERSTITION… PATTERN… RECOGNITION… Rowaan countered. SAILORS… KNOW… THINGS… “I’ll name her before we cast off,” Alistair promised. Kellon nodded and left. Alone in the war room, Alistair stood at the window watching the sun descend toward the sea. Golden light on grey water. Beautiful. Deceptive. He’d just committed to sailing into his own destruction. The journal had made it clear: the isolation, the endless horizon, the lack of distractionsâ€”all of it would amplify the voices until there was nothing left of him. Lysander had barely survived three voyages. Had nearly killed his first mate. Had to be chained in his cabin. And Alistair was planning to command a ship while that happened. You could still back out, Lysander said quietly. Stay. Face the inquiry. Lose politically but survive as yourself. For how long? Alistair thought back. The voices are getting louder every day. The scars appearing faster. How long until I lose myself anyway, here in the castle? Silence from his father. Which was answer enough. The boy has a point, Torvin said. At sea, at least he’s DOING something. Fighting for Vale’s future. Dying slow in the castle while Brynmor picks the territory apart? That’s a coward’s death. SOMETIMES… Rowaan murmured, MUST… SACRIFICE… FOR… WHAT… COMES… AFTER… Alistair touched the spiral scar on his right palm. Seven scars total now. Seven doorways. Seven pieces of his ancestors carved into his flesh. How many more before there was nothing left? He thought of Elena, mother of his son. Of Corwin, five years old and asking when Papa would be home. Of Vale itselfâ€”the territory, the people, the legacy spanning twenty generations. If he stayed and fought Brynmor politically, he’d lose. The voices were undeniable. The symptoms obvious. His father’s madness written into his own flesh and behavior. But if he sailed and succeededâ€”if he returned with full holds and economic proof that his innovation workedâ€”then he’d win everything. Political vindication. Economic security. The chance to leave Corwin something more than just a curse. Even if it cost him himself. That’s the choice, Lysander said softly. Die fast at sea, proving something. Or die slow on land, proving nothing. Neither option includes survival, Alistair thought. No, his father agreed. They don’t. Alistair pressed his forehead against the cold glass, watching the Val-an at anchor. His achievement. His vision. The ship that would either save Vale or carry him to dissolution. “I’ll do it,” he whispered to the empty room. “I’ll sail. I’ll prove it works. And whatever I become out there…” He swallowed hard. “Elena will know I tried. Corwin will inherit something worth having. That’s enough.” It has to be, Lysander agreed. Because it’s all we get. The decision was made. Had been made the moment he’d read his father’s journal and understood the trap. There was no way out. Only through. Alistair left the war room and headed toward the family quarters. He had one night left with Elena and Corwin. One night to memorize what it felt like to be himself, before the sea stripped it all away. One night to say goodbye to the man he’d been, before becoming whatever the ancestors required. The sun touched the horizon, painting the castle walls gold and crimson. Like blood in water. Like a promise of what was coming.## ACT V - ELENA’S ARGUMENT Alistair found the battlements empty at duskâ€”exactly as he’d hoped. The western wall overlooked the sea, where the sun was bleeding into the horizon. Red and gold light painted the water like fire, like promise, like warning. He needed air. Needed space away from advisors and ancestors and the weight of decisions already made. One night left before departure. One night to be himself. The stone beneath his hands was cold. Real. He pressed his palms flat against it, grounding himself in texture, temperature, the solidity of something older than voices. Enjoying your last evening on land? Lysander asked. Savoring what you’re about to lose? “Shut up.” Make me. Alistair couldn’t. That was the problem. The voices were constant nowâ€”arguing, commenting, never silent. And tomorrow he’d sail into isolation where they’d only get louder. Footsteps on the stairs. Light, quick. He knew that walk. Elena emerged onto the battlements, wrapped in a heavy cloak against the wind. Her dark hair was loose, unusual for herâ€”she usually kept it braided, contained, controlled. But tonight it whipped around her face like storm clouds. “Theron told me,” she said without preamble. “About your plan. About sailing tomorrow. About making me your proxy for the inquiry.” She crossed the distance between them. “Were you going to tell me yourself? Or just leave it to the maester?” “I was going to tell you tonight.” “Were you?” Her eyes searched his face. “Or were you going to slip away at dawn without saying goodbye? Spare yourself the argument?” KNOWS… YOU… Rowaan observed. KNOWS… PATTERNS… COWARDICE… “I’m not running from you,” Alistair said. “No. You’re running toward the sea.” Elena moved to the wall beside him, looking out at the harbor. The Val-an sat at anchor, waiting. “Theron says you found your father’s journal. His account of sailing north. What did it say?” Alistair hesitated. “The truth, Alistair. Whatever’s in that journalâ€”I need to know what you know.” So he told her. About Lysander’s three voyages. About the voices amplifying with each day at sea. About the isolation stripping away every defense. About nearly killing his first mate. About being chained in his cabin. About the final entry: The sea is not salvation. It’s surrender. Elena listened without interrupting. When he finished, she was quiet for a long time. “So you know,” she finally said, “that sailing will make the possession worse. Not better.” “Yes.” “You know you might not survive. Or might survive but lose yourself completely.” “Yes.” “And you’re going anyway.” “I have to.” “WHY?” The word came out sharp. Angry. Not the controlled court voiceâ€”this was the real Elena, the woman beneath the political operator. “Why do you HAVE to sail into your own destruction? Why not stay? Fight Brynmor here? We could find another way toâ€”” “There IS no other way.” Alistair turned to face her fully. “Vale has four months of coin left. Maybe less. The whaling fleet is our only chance at economic survival. And I can’t send those ships without commanding one myselfâ€”without proving the Val-an design works with my own hand.” “Send Kellon. He’s an experienced captain. He couldâ€”” “No one will believe it unless I go.” He reached for her hands, but she pulled back. “Elena, think politically. If I stay and defend myself at Brynmor’s inquiry, what do I defend? That I’m competent despite hearing voices? That House Vale should trust a lord who’s transforming into his ancestors before everyone’s eyes?” She can’t argue with that, Lysander said. Because it’s true. “But if I sail,” Alistair continued, “if I return with full holds and economic proof that innovation worksâ€”that Vale can thrive under my ruleâ€”then Brynmor’s accusations become noise. Results trump everything.” “And if you don’t return?” Elena’s voice was ice. “If the ship sinks? If you lose control and the crew throws you overboard? If you come back as nothing but a puppet for dead men’s voices? What then?” “Then you remarry. Someone strong. Someone who can protect Corwin and the new baby. Someone whoâ€”” She slapped him. The crack of palm on cheek echoed across the battlements. Alistair’s head snapped sideways, more from shock than force. Damn, Torvin said with respect. She’s got fire. “Don’t you DARE,” Elena hissed, “talk about me remarrying like you’re already dead. Like you’ve already given up. Like I’m just some chess piece to be positioned for the next game.” “I’m notâ€”” “You ARE.” She was shaking now, fury and fear mixing. “You’re preparing to sacrifice yourself. You’ve already decided you won’t survive this voyage, so you’re trying to arrange everything so we’ll be fine without you. Giving me proxy authority. Planning my remarriage. Making promises to Corwin you know you can’t keep.” She’s perceptive, Lysander observed. Dangerously so. “I’m trying to protect you,” Alistair said quietly. “I don’t WANT protection. I want my HUSBAND.” Elena’s voice cracked. “I want the man I married. The one who designed ships and dreamed of reforming Vale’s trade routes and actually gave a damn about me as a person instead of just a political asset.” “I am that man.” “Are you?” She stepped closer, studying his face. “Your jawline is sharper. Your eyes are colder. Your voice drops into Torvin’s register half the time without you noticing. You make decisions the way Lysander didâ€”calculated, ruthless, willing to sacrifice anything for the goal.” Her hand went to his right palm, yanking off the glove. “Seven scars. In six days. How many will you have after two months at sea?” All of them, Lysander said quietly. By the time he returnsâ€”if he returnsâ€”he’ll be completely marked. Completely ours. Alistair pulled his hand back, hiding the scars. “What do you want me to do, Elena? Stay here and watch Vale collapse? Lose to Brynmor because I can’t defend what I am? Let Corwin inherit nothing but debt and failure?” “I want you to find a third option!” Her shout echoed across the empty battlements. “I want you to FIGHT instead of accepting dissolution as inevitable! I wantâ€”” She stopped, breath catching. When she spoke again, her voice was smaller. “I want more time. That’s all. Just… more time with you while you’re still you.” The sun had nearly set now. Shadows lengthening. The wind was cold off the water. Alistair pulled Elena close despite her resistance. She fought for a moment, then collapsed against him, fists gripping his tunic. “There is no third option,” he whispered into her hair. “I’ve looked. I’ve thought. I’ve tried to find any other way. But Vale needs this voyage. And I’m the only one who can lead it without it looking like cowardice or abandonment.” She was crying now. Silent tears soaking into his shoulder. Elena who never cried in public. Elena who held herself together through everything. “The baby,” she said against his chest. “Will they have to do this too? Eat your heart someday? Inherit all the voices you’ve collected?” Yes, all three ancestors said together. “I don’t know,” Alistair lied. Because the truth would destroy her. She pulled back, wiping her eyes roughly. The political mask was trying to reassert itself, but it was cracked now. Broken. “Then we prepare,” she said, voice steadying with effort. “I’ll handle Brynmor. Delay the inquiry, present you as demonstrating leadership through action. I’ll manage the castle, the territory, the political maneuvering.” She touched his face, fingers tracing the changes. “But Alistair, you have to promise me something.” “Anything.” “Fight them. Every day out there. Every moment the voices try to take controlâ€”fight them. Don’t accept it. Don’t surrender just because it’s easier.” Her eyes held his. “I know what your father’s journal said. I know the sea will make it worse. But you’re not Lysander. You’re stronger than he was. So FIGHT.” She doesn’t understand, Lysander said. Fighting only prolongs the suffering. Acceptance is mercy. UNDERSTANDS… Rowaan countered. KNOWS… WILL… LOSE… EITHER… WAY… WANTS… LOSE… FIGHTING… “I promise,” Alistair said. Another promise he might not keep. Another lie wrapped in hope. Elena kissed him then. Desperate. Fierce. Tasting of salt and fury and goodbye. Not the gentle kiss of married comfort. The raw kiss of two people who knew time was ending. When they broke apart, she was trembling. “I love you,” she said. “The man underneath all those voices. The one who still dreams of building something better. If you can hear me when you’re out thereâ€”if there’s any part of you still leftâ€”remember I love you. Remember Corwin needs you. Remember you have something worth fighting for.” “I’ll remember.” Will you? Lysander asked. Or will those memories just become more noise in the chorus? They stood together on the battlements as full dark fell. The harbor lights flickered on below. The Val-an’s masts visible even in shadow. “Come to bed,” Elena said finally. “One more night. That’s all we get. Let’s not waste it on battlements and goodbyes.” She took his handâ€”his left hand, carefully avoiding the scarred rightâ€”and led him toward the stairs. Alistair looked back once at the sea. At the dark water that waited. At the horizon that promised erasure. Tomorrow, the sea seemed to whisper. Tomorrow you’re mine. And from deep in his mind, Rowaan’s ancient voice: The sea… always… wins. Always.### ACT I: 6 - MIDNIGHT PREPARATION Midnight found Alistair alone in Corwin’s nursery. The boy slept soundly, thumb in mouth, dark curls spread across his pillow. Five years old. Too young to understand what was happening to his father. Old enough to sense something was wrong. He looks like Elena, Lysander observed. Thank the gods. Spared my weak chin. Your chin was FINE, Torvin muttered. It was WEAK, Lysander insisted. The boy’s better off. Alistair knelt beside the bed, watching his son breathe. Memorizing. The curve of his cheek. The way his lashes rested against skin still round with childhood. The small fist curled against the pillow. If he died at sea. If the possession worsened and the crew threw him overboard. If Brynmor seized regency and Elena had to flee with the children. So many ways this could go wrong. “I’m trying to leave you something better,” he whispered. “A house that innovates instead of just remembers. A legacy built on what we can build, not just what we inherited. You won’t have to be afraid of becoming me. Because I’ll make sure there’s something worth inheriting besides voices and scars.” NOBLE… Rowaan murmured. BUT… LEGACY… WRITTEN… BY… SURVIVORS… DEAD… NOT… CHOOSE… REMEMBERED… Corwin stirred, eyes fluttering open. “Papa?” “Shh. Go back to sleep.” “Where are you going?” The boy’s voice was thick with sleep, confused. “It’s still dark.” “On a ship. To hunt whales. Remember? I told you at dinner.” Corwin sat up slightly, rubbing his eyes. “The big whales? The ones you drew for me?” “The biggest ones in the ocean.” “Will you really bring me a tooth? The biggest one?” Don’t make promises you might not keep, Lysander warned. But looking at his son’s faceâ€”trusting, innocent, completely certain Papa would come backâ€”Alistair couldn’t refuse. “I promise. The biggest whale tooth I can find. We’ll mount it over the hearth in the great hall.” Corwin’s small hand found his. The grip was surprisingly strong for such tiny fingers. “Don’t go, Papa. Stay home with me and Mama.” The words hit harder than any argument Elena had made. Simple. Direct. The plea of a child who just wanted his father to stay. “I wish I could,” Alistair said honestly. “But Vale needs this voyage. The people need their lord to prove he can lead. And when I come backâ€”” He squeezed the small hand. “When I come back, we’ll go riding. Just you and me. I’ll teach you to fish in the streams. Would you like that?” “Can I have my own horse?” “You can have your own pony. Big enough to ride, small enough not to throw you.” More promises, Lysander said sourly. You’re going to break that boy’s heart. Corwin was already drifting back to sleep, but he murmured: “Love you, Papa. Come back safe.” “Love you too.” Alistair stood, watching his son slip back into dreams. Watched the small chest rise and fall. Watched innocence that wouldn’t lastâ€”not in this family, not with this curse. But maybe, if the voyage succeeded, if he could build something lasting… Maybe Corwin would inherit more than just horror. He left the nursery before he could change his mind. His own chambers felt foreign now. Like a room that belonged to someone else. Alistair packed methodicallyâ€”practical clothes, waterproof cloak, the ceremonial sword he never wore but Elena insisted he take. The sword felt wrong in his hands. Too light. Balance unfamiliar. That’s because you’re holding it wrong, Torvin observed. Here. Like this. And Alistair’s hands shifted without his conscious commandâ€”grip adjusting, stance changing, the weapon suddenly feeling natural. Perfect. As if he’d held swords this way his entire life. Except he hadn’t. Torvin had. Muscle memory, Torvin explained. My body knowledge overlaying yours. Soon you won’t remember how YOU used to hold a sword. Only how I did. Alistair set the weapon down quickly, disturbed. Another piece of himself being overwritten. Another memory being replaced. It’s happening faster than it did with me, Lysander said. The integration. You’re losing yourself quicker than I did. Why? Alistair thought. Weaker vessel, Lysander suggested. Or the curse is evolving. Learning. Getting more efficient with each generation. Either way, Torvin added, you’re running out of time. The man you were is dying. Question is: who will you be when he’s gone? Alistair moved to the desk. Pulled out parchment, ink, quill. His hand trembled as he tried to write. To Elenaâ€” The handwriting that appeared wasn’t quite his. Sharper. More aggressive. Lysander’s hand overlaying his own, just like Torvin’s grip had overlaid his sword-hold. He crumpled the parchment. Tried again. Elena, If you’re reading this, I didn’t return. Or I returned as something that isn’t me anymore. Either way, these are my last words as myself. His hand cramped. The pen felt foreign. Like trying to write with someone else’s fingers. I’m sorry. For sailing. For leaving you to manage Brynmor and the inquiry and the territory alone. For making you proxy for a husband who might not survive to support you. For all the promises I’m about to break. The letters were getting sharper. Less his, more Lysander’s. But I need you to know: I tried. I fought them. Every day. Every moment. Whatever I become, whatever they make me into, underneath it allâ€”somewhereâ€”I’ll still love you. Still love Corwin. Still want the best for Vale. Protect our children. Both of them. Don’t let them become what I became. If there’s any way to break this curse, find it. Free them. I love you. I’m sorry. I tried. He couldn’t sign it. His hand wouldn’t form the letters of his own name anymore. When he tried, Lysander’s signature wanted to emerge instead. After three attempts, he just folded the letter and sealed it with wax. Left it on the desk where Elena would find it. Melodramatic, Lysander observed. She’ll read it and weep and then do what needs to be done anyway. Women are practical creatures. DESERVES… KNOW… Rowaan murmured. TRIED… STAY… HIMSELF… Alistair finished packing in silence, the ancestors’ words echoing. He shouldered the pack, gripped the sword belt. The door opened. Elena stood in the doorway, wrapped in a robe against the predawn cold. Her hair was loose, tumbling past her shoulders. She’d been awake. Waiting. “I heard you moving,” she said quietly. “I tried to be quiet.” “I know.” She stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “You always try to leave without goodbyes.” How domestic, Lysander observed. How touching. Shut up, Alistair thought viciously. Elena crossed to him. Stood close. Her eyes searched his face in the lamplight, cataloging changes. “Your jaw is sharper. Your eyes… colder. You’re losing yourself faster.” “I know.” “Then why are you going?” “Because if I don’t…” He set the pack down. “If I don’t prove I can still do this… still lead, still think, still be HIM… then what’s the point of fighting? I might as well just let them take me.” “And if you die out there?” “Then I die trying. Isn’t that better than dying here, slowly, in my own bed?” Elena’s hand came up to touch his face. Her fingers traced the sharper line of his jaw, the subtle changes in bone structure. “I don’t want you to die at all.” “Neither do I.” “Then stay.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Stay and let me help you. We’ll find another way. Anya and I will…” “There is no other way.” Alistair caught her hand, held it against his cheek. Her warmth, her skin, her realness. “You know that. The binding she’s researching will take months. Maybe years. I don’t have that time.” Oh, how romantic, Lysander said. The doomed husband saying goodbye to his loving wife. I’ve seen this performance before. Usually ends with both of them dead. Elena’s thumb brushed across his lips. “Come back to me. Whatever it takes. Whatever you have to become. I don’t care if you’re ten percent yourself or fifty percent or one percent. Just come BACK.” “Even if I’m mostly them?” “Even then.” She leaned closer. “I didn’t marry you because you were perfect. I married you because you were stubborn and impossible and somehow good despite everything your family did to poison that goodness. If there’s even a sliver of that man left when you return, I’ll find him. I’ll hold onto him.” Alistair pulled her close, buried his face in her hair. She smelled like lavender and sleep and home. Everything he was about to leave behind. “I’m scared,” he admitted. “I’m terrified.” “Good.” Elena’s arms tightened around him. “Fear means you’re still human. It means they haven’t taken everything yet.” They stood like that for a long moment. No voices. No ancestors. Just husband and wife, holding each other in the pre-dawn darkness. Then Elena pulled back slightly. Her hands moved to the ties of her robe. What’s she doing? Torvin asked, suddenly interested. Oh, NOW they pay attention, Lysander said with amusement. The robe fell open. Beneath it, Elena wore only a thin shift. The lamplight made shadows on her skin, traced the curve of her shoulder, the line of her throat. “Something to remember,” she said softly. “Something to fight for. Something that’s yours and only yours.” She kissed him. Deep. Desperate. Her mouth tasting like wine and salt and goodbye. Alistair kissed back, hands finding her waist, her back, tangling in her hair. Real. Alive. HIS. The bed was two steps away. Ohhh, Torvin said. This is getting interesting. SHUT UP, both Alistair and Lysander thought simultaneously. Remarkably, the old warrior went quiet. What followed was desperate, urgent, tender. Elena mapping his body with her hands, relearning scars old and new. Alistair trying to memorize every sound she made, every gasp, every whisper of his name. Two people stealing a moment of intimacy before the world pulled them apart again. After, they lay tangled together. Sweat cooling. Heartbeats slowing. Her head on his chest, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on her bare shoulder. “I’m still terrified,” he admitted. “So am I.” Elena’s hand found the spiral scar on his right palm. Traced it. “But terror doesn’t change what needs doing.” “When did you get so wise?” “I married into the Vale family. You learn wisdom or you don’t survive.” Outside, the sky was beginning to gray. Dawn approaching. Time running out. Alistair kissed her forehead. “I need to go.” “I know.” They dressed in silence. Elena helped him with the sword belt, her fingers steady on the buckles. A wife arming her husband for war… except the war was inside his own skull. At the door, she caught his hand one last time. “Four weeks. Six at most. If you’re not back by then, I’m coming to find you.” “Elena…” “I mean it. Brynmor and the inquiry and all of Vale can burn. If you don’t come back, I’ll hunt you down myself.” He wanted to argue. Wanted to tell her that was foolish, dangerous, impossible. But the look in her eyes stopped him. “Four weeks,” he promised. “I’ll be back.” She released his hand. Stepped back. Wrapped her robe tight against the cold. “Go. Before I change my mind and lock you in here.” Alistair left before she could make good on that threat. He descended through sleeping castle, past guards who watched him with wary eyes, past servants who pressed against walls as he passed. Out into the courtyard where dawn was just beginning to gray the eastern sky. The walk to the harbor felt like walking to his own execution. Dramatic, Lysander observed. But not… inaccurate, Rowaan admitted. Predawn fog clung to the lower town. Everything was muted, ghostly. The only sounds were his boots on cobblestones and the distant crash of waves against the harbor wall. The town was stirringâ€”early risers preparing for the day. A baker opening shutters, scent of fresh bread drifting. Fishermen checking nets at the water’s edge. An old woman drawing water from a well. They stopped to watch as their lord passed. Whispered. Made warding signs. They think you’re cursed, Torvin said. They’re not wrong. One young boyâ€”couldn’t be more than eightâ€”stood in a doorway staring. No fear in his eyes. Just curiosity. He raised a hand in what might have been a wave. Alistair nodded back. The boy grinned and disappeared inside. See? Lysander said. Not everyone fears you. Some are just fascinated by the monster in their midst. The harbor spread before him, ships dark against lightening sky. Three already showing signs of lifeâ€”sailors moving across decks, checking rigging, preparing for departure. And there at the fourth berth, the Val-an waited. Beautiful. Deadly. Revolutionary. His vision made manifest in wood and sail and innovation. Triple lateen rig towering. Reinforced bow gleaming with bronze. Hull sitting perfect in the waterâ€”balanced, eager, ready. She is magnificent, Torvin admitted. Even I can see that. Whatever else you’ve failed at, boy, you built something remarkable. If she sinks, Lysander added, at least she’ll be a beautiful wreck. Captain Kellon stood at the gangplank, arms crossed, pipe smoking. “Thought you might not show, my lord.” “I gave my word.” “Words are cheap. Dawn departures are when lords usually remember urgent castle business that needs handling.” Kellon’s gap-toothed grin showed. “But here you are. Ready to name her?” Alistair looked at the ship. At the vessel that would carry him north into dangerous waters. That would prove his vision or confirm his failure. That might be his coffin or his salvation. “The Val-an,” he said. Kellon tested the name, rolling it on his tongue. Nodded slowly. “Bold. Ambitious. Suits her.” He gestured to the deck. “She’s yours, my lord. Try not to sink her in the first hour.” “I’ll do my best.” “That’s all any of us can do.” Alistair climbed aboard, feeling the deck shift beneath him. Alive. Moving with the water’s rhythm. Wood and rope and canvas waiting to prove themselves. Crew watched from the shadows. Thirty sailors, eight harpooners, four officers. All of them measuring their new captain. But something was wrong. Alistair could feel it in the way they stared. Not just curiosity. Not just fear. Something deeper. More visceral. One of the harpooners… a grizzled man with salt-white hair… made a warding sign. The gesture was quick, furtive, but unmistakable. “My lord,” Captain Kellon said carefully, stepping closer. “Your face…” “What about it?” “It’s different than it was yesterday. Sharper. Older.” Kellon’s eyes were steady but troubled. “You look like the portraits in the great hall. Like your grandfather.” They know, Lysander said. They can see it. You’re wearing our faces now. Alistair’s hand went to his jaw. The bone felt different under his fingers. More pronounced. The changes that Elena had noticed were accelerating. Becoming obvious. “The transformation is part of the ritual,” he said, keeping his voice level. “It won’t affect my ability to captain this ship.” “Begging your pardon, my lord, but how do we know that?” A sailor stepped forward… young, maybe nineteen, with the reckless courage of youth. “How do we know you’re still YOU in there?” Torvin stirred. Want me to shut him up? Permanently? No, Alistair thought desperately. But his right hand had already moved… not reaching for a weapon, but shifting into a fighting stance that wasn’t his own. The crew saw it. Saw the way his body language changed in an instant from lordly to predatory. The young sailor took a step back. “I’m still me,” Alistair forced out through gritted teeth, wrestling his own body back under control. “Enough of me. And that will have to be enough for you.” The crew exchanged glances. Uncertain. Frightened. Let them see, Torvin countered. Let them fear. Frightened men work harder. And if they mutiny, we’ll deal with it. The eastern sky was brightening now. Dawn approaching. Tide turning. The moment crystallizing. From the battlements high above, Alistair could see a small figure watching. Elena. Silhouetted against the growing light, one hand pressed against the stone. He raised one hand in farewell… and saw the crew watching him. Watching the way his hand moved. Watching for signs that he was still their lord and not something else wearing his skin. Elena raised her hand in return. Held it there. Still as a statue. A woman watching her husband sail away, knowing he might not return. Knowing if he did, he might not be himself anymore. The distance between them felt infinite. “Cast off,” Alistair commanded. The voice that emerged wasn’t entirely his. Lower. Harder. Torvin’s register overlaying his own like a second throat speaking through the first. You’re welcome, Torvin said. The crew hesitated. Just for a heartbeat. Then training took over, and they moved to obey. Lines were released. Sails raised. The Val-an began to move… slow at first, then faster as she caught the wind. The ship responded beautifully. Every calculation proven. Every innovation working. But Alistair could feel the crew’s eyes on him. Could hear their whispered prayers. Could sense their terror. They were sailing with a cursed lord. A man becoming something else. A vessel for the dead. And they all knew it. The harbor mouth opened before them. Beyond it, the open sea stretched to the horizon… gray and vast and utterly indifferent to lordly ambitions or ancestral curses or desperate gambles. Alistair gripped the rail. His knuckles were white. The spiral scar on his right palm throbbed in rhythm with the waves, and his shoulder burned with phantom pain from Lysander’s dueling wound. Seven scars now. Seven pieces of his ancestors written into his flesh. This was it. The point of no return. Behind him, Elena and Corwin and Vale. Before him, isolation and voices and the slow erasure of everything he was. Four weeks, Lysander said. Maybe six. Either we return triumphant, Torvin added, or we don’t return at all. The sea… will tell, Rowaan finished. The sea… always… tells. Castle Vale fell behind. The shore disappeared into morning mist. The battlements faded to a dark smudge against gray sky. And the Val-an carried Alistair Vale north into cold waters, with three dead men arguing in his skull and a crew that whispered about curses and made warding signs when they thought he wasn’t looking.### CHAPTER 6


ACT 1 - DEPARTURE & FAREWELLS

The predawn darkness hung thick over Saltwatch Harbor, salt air cold enough to bite. Alistair stood on the dock beside the Val-an, watching crew make final preparations. Torches guttered in their brackets, casting long shadows across weathered planks. The tide was turning, water slapping against pilings with the patient rhythm of something that had been here long before Vale lords and would remain long after. Last chance to turn back, Lysander said quietly. He won’t, Torvin countered. Look at him. The boy’s committed. COMMITTED… SUICIDE… Rowaan murmured. OR… TRANSFORMATION… HARD… SAY… WHICH… Captain Kellon appeared from the Val-an’s deck, gap-toothed grin showing even in the poor light. “She’s ready, my lord. Provisioned for eight weeks, crew aboard, weapons loaded. The Val-an innovations are all in place…repeating harpoons, explosive tips, reinforced hull plating.” He paused. “Course, none of it’s been tested. Could work perfectly. Could fail catastrophically. That’s the joy of maiden voyages.” “Reassuring,” Alistair said. “Wasn’t trying to reassure. Trying to be honest.” Kellon glanced toward the castle, barely visible as a dark mass against the cliff face. “Your lady wife. She coming to see you off?” “She’s watching from the battlements.” “Ah. The dignified farewell. Sensible. Dock farewells get messy. Crying, clinging, all that.” Kellon’s expression softened slightly. “Still. Hard on a woman, watching her husband sail into dangerous waters.” Hard on everyone, Lysander observed. Including the husband who might not return. A commotion from the harbor road. Alistair turned to see a small procession approaching…two guards, a nursemaid, and a small figure wrapped in a cloak far too large for him. Corwin. Oh good, Lysander said. The boy’s here to make this harder. The five-year-old broke free from the nursemaid’s hand and ran across the docks, bare feet slapping stone. Still in his nightshirt under the cloak, dark curls wild from sleep. He crashed into Alistair’s legs, small arms wrapping tight. “You were going to leave without saying goodbye,” Corwin said, voice muffled against Alistair’s thigh. “Mama said you were already gone.” Alistair knelt, bringing himself to his son’s eye level. “I said goodbye last night. Remember? In your room?” “That wasn’t a real goodbye. That was a sleeping goodbye.” Corwin’s face was serious, trying to process something too big for a five-year-old to understand. “This is a real goodbye. When you’re awake.” The boy understands more than you think, Torvin observed. Children always do. “You’re right,” Alistair said. “This is the real goodbye.” He pulled Corwin close, breathing in the scent of child…soap and sleep and innocence. “I’m going to hunt whales. Big ones. In the northern waters where the ocean is cold and deep.” “Will you be scared?” Corwin asked. The question caught Alistair off-guard. Honest. Direct. The way children asked things that adults danced around. Yes, he thought. Terrified. Of dying. Of losing myself. Of becoming something that frightens you. “Maybe a little,” he admitted. “But I’ll have a good crew. And Captain Kellon will be nearby in the Salt Wife. And I’ll be thinking about you the whole time.” “And Mama? And our castle?” The boy, Lysander observed. He worries about everything he loves. “And Mama. And the castle,” Alistair agreed. “All of you. That’s what will bring me home.” Corwin pulled back slightly, studying his father’s face with an intensity that seemed too old for his age. “Your eyes look different, Papa. Colder. Like the eyes in grandfather’s portrait.” Perceptive, Torvin said. The boy sees the changes. “It’s just the light,” Alistair lied. “And I’m tired. Haven’t slept much.” “Mama says you’re sick. That you need medicine from the ocean.” Creative explanation, Lysander observed. Elena’s better at lying than you are. “Something like that.” Alistair stood, taking his son’s hand. “Did you bring your toy soldier? The one you were playing with yesterday?” Corwin pulled a wooden figure from his cloak pocket…crudely carved, paint flaking, but clearly treasured. “This one. He’s a captain. Like you’re going to be.” “He looks brave.” “He IS brave. He fights sea monsters.” Corwin pressed the soldier into Alistair’s hand. “You should take him. For luck. So the sea monsters won’t get you.” The gesture hit harder than it should have. A child’s most precious possession, offered freely. Trust and love wrapped in painted wood. Don’t cry, Lysander warned. Crying shows weakness. The crew is watching. But Alistair’s throat had tightened anyway. “I can’t take your captain. You need him here to protect the castle.” “The castle doesn’t need protecting. YOU do.” Corwin’s voice was firm, decided. “Take him, Papa. Bring him back with the whale tooth. Promise?” He’s making you promise again, Lysander said. Stop making promises you might not keep. “I promise,” Alistair said anyway, pocketing the wooden soldier. “I’ll bring him back safe. And I’ll bring you the biggest whale tooth in the northern ocean.” Corwin threw his arms around Alistair’s neck one more time, squeezing tight. “Come back soon, Papa. Mama gets sad when you’re gone.” So do you, Alistair thought. You’re just too young to name it properly. The nursemaid approached, clearly uncomfortable interrupting. “My lord, the Lady Elena said I should bring him back before full dawn. She doesn’t want him catching cold.” Alistair released his son reluctantly. Watched as the nursemaid led Corwin away, the boy looking back over his shoulder every few steps. Waving. Small hand against gray sky. That’s the last time he’ll see you as his father, Lysander observed. When you return…if you return…you’ll be something else. Someone else. He’ll sense it. Shut up, Alistair thought. I’m just being honest, Lysander said. The boy deserves that much. Captain Kellon cleared his throat. “Time and tide, my lord. We need to board.” Alistair looked up at the castle one last time. The battlements were barely visible in the predawn gloom, but he could see her…Elena’s silhouette against the stone. Watching. Waiting. He raised his right hand slowly. The one with the spiral scar burning beneath his glove. She raised hers in return. No words. No gestures beyond that simple acknowledgment. Everything that needed saying had been said last night. Or perhaps nothing could be said that would make this easier. She’s already planning for your failure, Lysander observed. Already thinking about how to protect Corwin when you’re gone. Smart woman. A survivor. She shouldn’t have to survive me, Alistair thought. And yet, Lysander said. Alistair turned away from the castle and walked up the gangplank. The Val-an shifted beneath his feet…alive with the water’s motion, eager to be free of the harbor’s constraints. Crew watched from their positions. Thirty sailors, eight harpooners, four officers. All of them measuring their new captain. All of them wondering if the rumors were true. They can see it, Torvin said. Something wrong with you. Something other. It’s in your eyes. Your posture. The way you move. “Cast off lines,” Alistair commanded, and his voice came out colder than he intended. Deeper register. Torvin’s authority bleeding through. You’re welcome, Torvin said. Sailors moved to obey…some quickly, efficiently, others with the hesitation of men following orders from someone they didn’t quite trust. Ropes were released from their moorings. The gangplank pulled aboard. “Raise sails,” Captain Kellon called from the Salt Wife, already moving toward the harbor mouth. “Follow my lead. Keep station fifty yards off my starboard quarter.” The Val-an’s sails unfurled with a sound like thunder. Canvas caught wind, snapped taut, and the ship lurched forward…ungraceful at first, finding her rhythm, then smoothing out as she hit her stride. Moving. Away from the dock. Away from the castle. Away from Elena and Corwin and everything familiar. No turning back now, Lysander said. The harbor mouth opened before them…a gap in the rocky coastline that led to open ocean. Beyond it, gray water stretched to the horizon, endless and indifferent. Alistair gripped the rail, feeling the ship’s power through his hands. The Val-an innovations hummed beneath him…reinforced hull, improved rigging, the revolutionary design that would either prove his genius or confirm his foolishness. She moves well, Torvin admitted. Better than I expected. You may have actually designed something worthy, boy. The sun was breaking the eastern horizon now, painting the water in shades of copper and gold. Beautiful. Deadly. The ocean in all its terrible glory. And from the battlements high above, a small figure…too small to be Elena, must be Corwin…was waving. Arm raised high against the dawn sky. Alistair waved back, even though the boy probably couldn’t see him anymore. That’s the last time, Lysander said quietly. The last time he sees his father as he remembers him. When you return, you’ll be different. He’ll know. Children always know. The Val-an passed through the harbor mouth and caught the full force of the open water. Waves rose higher here, testing the hull. Wind filled the sails completely. Castle Vale fell behind, disappearing into morning mist. The shore became a line, then a suggestion, then a memory. And Alistair Vale sailed north into cold waters with three dead men arguing in his skull and a wooden soldier in his pocket that smelled like a five-year-old’s trust. Four weeks, Lysander said. Maybe six. Either we return triumphant, Torvin added, or we don’t return at all. The sea… will tell, Rowaan finished. The sea… always… tells. The voyage had begun.### ACT 2 - FIRST DAYS AT SEA The first day passed in a blur of shouted orders and creaking rigging. Alistair stood at the rail, watching the Salt Wife cut through waves fifty yards ahead. Captain Kellon’s ship moved with the easy confidence of a vessel that knew its business…sails trimmed perfectly, course steady, every motion economical and practiced. The Val-an, by contrast, was still learning. “Trim that mainmast!” First Mate Harrow bellowed from amidships. “You’re spilling wind like it’s free! Tighten those sheets before I come up there and tighten them around your necks!” Harrow was a brick of a man…broad shoulders, scarred hands, face weathered by forty years of salt and sun. He’d sailed under Torvin, survived the old lord’s temper, and clearly wasn’t impressed by the current one. He doesn’t trust you, Torvin observed. Can’t blame him. You move wrong. Talk wrong. He knows something’s off. Three sailors worked the mainmast rigging, adjusting lines with the careful concentration of men who knew they were being watched. One of them…young, maybe seventeen…kept glancing toward Alistair. Nervous. Frightened. Word’s spread, Lysander said. They know about Gareth. About the sword. About their lord’s strange behavior. By mid-morning, Alistair had heard the whispers. Sailors spoke in low voices when they thought he couldn’t hear, but sound carried strangely on open water. Fragments of conversation drifting on salt wind: “…threatened Lord Gareth with a blade…” “…eyes went cold, voice dropped like it wasn’t him anymore…” “…grandfather did the same thing before the purge…” “…cursed, mark my words…” One sailor…older, grizzled, missing two fingers on his left hand…made a warding sign as Alistair passed. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable: thumb crossed over first finger, old superstition meant to ward off evil spirits. They think you’re possessed, Torvin said, amused. They’re not wrong. Alistair stopped walking. The sailor froze, caught in the act. “Your name?” Alistair asked. “Garris, my lord.” The man’s voice was rough, uncertain. “Sail master. Thirty years at sea.” “You sailed under my grandfather?” A pause. “Aye, my lord. Under Lord Torvin. And your father after.” I remember him, Torvin said. Lost those fingers to frostbite on a winter run. Tough bastard. Didn’t even scream when the surgeon took them off. “Then you know what the Vale curse looks like,” Alistair said quietly. “You’ve seen it before.” Garris’s weathered face showed no surprise at the directness. “Aye, my lord. Seen it. Lord Torvin had his episodes. Times when he wasn’t quite himself. When something else looked out through his eyes.” “And you sailed with him anyway.” “Sailed WITH him, my lord. Not FOR him. There’s a difference.” Garris met Alistair’s gaze steadily. “Lord Torvin was possessed, aye. But he was also the best sailor in the Vale fleet. Knew the northern waters like they were his own blood. The voices in his head might’ve been mad, but they knew HOW to hunt.” Smart man, Torvin said approvingly. He understands the distinction. “You think I’m cursed,” Alistair said. Not a question. “I think you’re a Vale lord, and Vale lords carry burdens the rest of us don’t understand.” Garris’s remaining fingers traced another warding sign, less subtle this time. “But cursed or not, you built this ship. You designed her innovations. You’re HERE, commanding her maiden voyage instead of hiding in your castle. That counts for something.” He’s giving you a chance, Lysander observed. Don’t waste it. “What do the others think?” Alistair asked. Garris glanced toward the crew working nearby…sailors who’d stopped pretending they weren’t listening. “They think you’re dangerous. Unpredictable. That you might lose yourself at sea and do something reckless.” He paused. “They’re probably right to think that. But they also signed contracts that pay triple standard wages, so their fear’s got a price.” Mercenary honesty, Torvin said. I respect that. “Fair enough,” Alistair said. “Pass the word: I know about the whispers. I know what they’re saying about the Gareth incident. And I know they’re frightened.” He raised his voice slightly, making sure the nearby sailors could hear. “But we’re five days from the whaling grounds. Five days to prove this ship works. Five days to decide if their lord is cursed or competent. I suggest we focus on sailing rather than gossip.” Garris’s scarred face showed what might have been approval. “Aye, my lord. I’ll pass the word.” The old sailor turned away, calling out orders. The crew resumed work…still nervous, still whispering, but working. Not bad, Lysander admitted. Acknowledging the fear without appearing weak. Direct without being threatening. You’re learning. Or I’m manipulating them, Alistair thought. Same thing, Lysander said. Leadership is just manipulation with a prettier name. By afternoon, the wind had picked up…gusting hard enough to make the rigging sing. Dark clouds gathered on the northern horizon, promising rough weather ahead. “Storm coming,” Harrow announced, approaching Alistair at the rail. “Big one, from the look of it. We’ll hit it by nightfall.” Perfect, Torvin said. Nothing tests a ship like a storm. And nothing tests a captain like his first taste of bad weather. “What do we need to do?” Alistair asked. Harrow’s expression showed mild surprise…probably expecting defensive posturing or false confidence. “Secure everything that moves. Double-check the sail rigging. Move the heaviest cargo to the center hold for better balance. And pray that your revolutionary design holds together when the ocean tries to tear it apart.” “You don’t think it will?” “I think it’s untested, my lord. Beautiful design on paper. But paper doesn’t capsize.” Harrow gestured toward the approaching storm. “That will. If we’re not careful.” He’s testing you, Lysander said. Waiting to see if you panic or delegate or pretend to know more than you do. “Then let’s be careful,” Alistair said. “Show me what needs securing. I’ll work alongside the crew.” Harrow blinked. “My lord, that’s not…” “I designed this ship. I should know how she handles in rough water. And the crew needs to see their captain working, not just commanding.” Alistair pulled off his coat, tossing it aside. “Where do we start?” Risky, Lysander warned. If you fail at manual labor in front of them, you look weak. If you succeed, you look like you’re trying too hard. Or, Torvin countered, he looks like he gives a damn. Which is more than most lords do. Harrow studied Alistair for a long moment, then grunted. “Cargo hold. Heavy crates need moving. You any good with rope work?” “I’m about to find out.” The cargo hold smelled like tar and salt fish. Dim lamplight showed dozens of crates lashed to the walls…provisions, weapons, spare rigging, barrels of oil for the lamps. Six sailors worked in the cramped space, shifting cargo according to Harrow’s shouted directions. They looked up as Alistair climbed down the ladder, surprise flickering across weathered faces. “Lord wants to help,” Harrow announced, voice flat. “Try not to kill him. It reflects poorly on my seamanship.” Encouraging, Lysander observed. Alistair grabbed a coil of rope and approached the nearest crate…heavy oak, iron-bound, probably weighing two hundred pounds. Two sailors were trying to shift it toward the center of the hold. “What needs doing?” he asked. The older of the two sailors…thick-bearded, arms like ship’s cables…jerked his chin toward the crate. “This one needs lashing to the center post. Storm hits, unsecured cargo becomes battering rams. Break hulls. Break bones.” “Show me how you want it tied.” The sailor’s expression shifted…still wary, but less hostile. “Bowline knot. Strong, doesn’t slip. You know how?” “No.” Yes you do, Torvin said suddenly. I tied ten thousand bowlines. The muscle memory’s in there. Just… reach for it. And suddenly Alistair’s hands were moving without conscious thought. Rope looping, twisting, pulling through in a pattern his conscious mind didn’t know but his hands remembered. Torvin’s hands. Torvin’s knowledge bleeding through like water through canvas. The bowline formed perfectly. Strong. Professional. The kind of knot a sailor with forty years’ experience would tie. Both sailors stared. “Where’d you learn that?” the bearded one asked carefully. Careful, Lysander warned. Don’t admit to possession. Don’t give them more ammunition for their fears. “My grandfather taught me,” Alistair lied. Which was technically true…Torvin’s muscle memory WAS teaching him, just not in the conventional sense. Clever, Torvin approved. They worked for two hours. Moving cargo. Tying knots. Securing anything that might shift when the storm hit. Alistair’s hands moved with confidence that wasn’t his…Torvin’s sailing knowledge guiding every motion. Rope work, load balancing, weight distribution. All of it familiar in a way that felt deeply wrong. You’re not working, Lysander observed. I’m working through you. Using your body like a puppet. Not a puppet, Torvin corrected. A vessel. Accessing ancestral knowledge is what the curse DOES. This is the benefit, boy. The tradeoff for losing yourself. By the time they finished, Alistair’s hands were rope-burned and his shoulders ached. But the cargo was secured. The hold was balanced. And six sailors had watched their supposedly incompetent lord work alongside them with practiced skill. The bearded sailor approached as Alistair climbed the ladder back to deck. “You sail before, my lord? Before this voyage?” “Some. Not much.” Another lie. “Move like you’ve done it all your life.” The sailor’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Move like Lord Torvin used to. Same way of tying knots. Same pattern of checking weight distribution.” He’s noticed, Lysander said. Sharp eyes. “My grandfather taught me well,” Alistair said carefully. “Must have. Taught you REAL well.” The sailor made a subtle warding sign…thumb over first finger…then returned to work. Alistair climbed back to deck as the first drops of rain began to fall. The storm was closer now, dark wall of clouds advancing like an army. Wind had teeth in it…cold, sharp, promising violence. First storm, Torvin said with satisfaction. This is where we find out if your design holds. Or if we all drown, Lysander added helpfully. That too, Torvin agreed. Evening found them in the captain’s cabin…small room beneath the main deck, barely large enough for a table and four chairs. Alistair sat with First Mate Harrow, Bosun Garrett, and Sail Master Garris. Salt pork and hard bread spread between them. Ale in battered tin cups. Outside, the storm had hit. Rain hammered the deck above. Wind shrieked through rigging. The Val-an pitched and rolled, testing her reinforced hull against the ocean’s fury. “She’s holding,” Garrett said, chewing tough meat. “Better than I expected. That ice-breaker bow cuts through waves instead of climbing them. Reduces pitching by half.” “Rigging’s solid too,” Garris added. “The triple lateen configuration gives us more control in high winds. Can adjust sails independently. Smart design, my lord.” Praise from sailors, Torvin observed. Earned praise. That’s worth more than gold. “The repeating harpoons,” Harrow said, changing subjects. “You really think they’ll work? I’ve seen the design. Clever. But untested.” “They’ll work,” Alistair said, with more confidence than he felt. “Based on what? Theory? Drawings?” Harrow’s weathered face showed skepticism. “I’ve been whaling thirty years, my lord. Traditional harpoons fail half the time. These new ones have more moving parts. More ways to break.” He’s got a point, Lysander admitted. He’s also SCARED, Torvin countered. Scared of change. Scared of innovation. Scared his experience might become obsolete. “Based on leverage and mechanical advantage,” Alistair explained. “Traditional harpoons require throwing strength. My design uses wound springs and release mechanisms. A weak man can throw as hard as a strong one. More consistency. More strikes.” “If the mechanism doesn’t jam,” Harrow said. “If it jams, we fall back to traditional methods. But it won’t jam.” Alistair met the first mate’s eyes. “I didn’t design this ship to fail, Harrow. I designed her to prove that Vale can innovate. Can adapt. Can be more than just tradition and fear.” The cabin went quiet except for rain hammering overhead. “Your grandfather said something similar,” Garris finally spoke. “Lord Torvin. Before he revolutionized naval combat with his ramming tactics. Everyone said it wouldn’t work. That ships were for boarding actions, not battering rams. He proved them wrong.” I did, Torvin said proudly. Cost me three ships and two hundred men, but I proved them wrong. “And then,” Garris continued carefully, “he started hearing voices. Started acting strange. Started doing things that didn’t make sense. The innovation stopped being brilliant and started being reckless.” There it is, Lysander said. The real question. Are you innovating or just crazy? “I’m not my grandfather,” Alistair said quietly. “No, my lord.” Garris’s scarred face showed something that might have been sympathy. “You’re worse. Because Lord Torvin spent twenty years proving himself before the curse took him. You’ve got six days post-ritual, and you’re already showing symptoms.” The bluntness hit like cold water. “So why are you here?” Alistair asked. “If you think I’m cursed and reckless, why sail with me?” “Because you’re paying triple wages,” Harrow said bluntly. “And because staying in port means watching House Vale collapse under Brynmor’s regency. At least out here, there’s a chance.” “A chance for what?” “For you to prove the whispers wrong. For this ship to work. For Vale to survive another generation.” Harrow raised his tin cup. “So here’s to chances, my lord. And to innovation. And to not drowning in the next six days.” The others raised their cups. Alistair followed suit. “To chances,” he echoed. They drank as the storm raged and the Val-an cut through northern waters, carrying a cursed lord and a crew that wasn’t sure if they were following genius or sailing toward doom. TIME… WILL… TELL… Rowaan murmured. It always does, Lysander agreed. Outside, lightning split the sky. Thunder rolled across black waves. And in the darkness beyond the lamp’s glow, something massive breached the surface…distant, huge, gone before anyone could name it. But Alistair saw. And so did three dead men in his skull who’d hunted whales before. Close, Torvin whispered. We’re getting close.### ACT 3 - TRANSFORMATION AT SEA The storm had passed by midnight, leaving the ocean restless and dark. Alistair took the late watch…midnight to dawn, the loneliest hours at sea. Most of the crew slept below, exhausted from fighting wind and waves. Only the helmsman remained on deck, keeping station fifty yards behind the Salt Wife’s stern lantern. You should be sleeping, Lysander observed. You’ve been awake twenty hours. Your body needs rest. His body needs rest, Torvin corrected. But we don’t sleep. We just… watch. Wait. And when the vessel’s defenses are down, we push a little harder. Alistair gripped the rail, staring at black water. The silver sleeping draught…the compound Maester Theron had prepared…sat untouched in his cabin. Two doses left. Enough for two nights of dreamless nothing. But sleep meant vulnerability. Sleep meant surrendering control. And after watching Torvin’s muscle memory take over his hands in the cargo hold, after feeling his own body move with someone else’s knowledge, Alistair was terrified of what might happen if he closed his eyes. Smart fear, Lysander said. Sleep is when we’re strongest. When your conscious mind retreats and we can spread through the neural pathways you’re not actively defending. You make it sound predatory, Alistair thought. It IS predatory, Lysander said. We’re not your helpers, boy. We’re invaders. The sooner you accept that, the easier this becomes. NOT… INVADERS… Rowaan protested weakly. PART… OF… YOU… NOW… SAME… CONSCIOUSNESS… We’re parasites, Torvin said cheerfully. Riding your body like sailors ride a ship. And eventually, the ship forgets it ever had a different captain. The stars wheeled overhead…cold and distant and utterly indifferent. Alistair traced constellations Torvin had used for navigation: the Hunter, the Serpent, the Drowned Maiden. Names he shouldn’t know. Knowledge that wasn’t his. But it IS yours now, Torvin said. That’s what you don’t understand. There’s no clean line between your knowledge and mine anymore. It’s all mixing. Bleeding together. Soon you won’t remember which thoughts are original and which are inherited. “I’m still me,” Alistair whispered to the darkness. Are you? Lysander asked. Then whose hands tied those bowlines? Whose posture do you adopt when you stand at the rail? Whose way of speaking comes out when you give orders? Alistair looked down at his hands. They looked wrong somehow. Not dramatically different. Just… sharper. The veins more prominent. Tendons standing out like cables under skin that seemed thinner, tougher. Torvin’s hands, Lysander observed. You’re developing his build. His bone structure. “That’s not possible. Physical changes don’t happen that fast.” They do when twenty generations of blood magic are rewriting your body at the cellular level, Lysander said. You’re not AGING into Torvin. You’re BECOMING him. Different process. Alistair pulled off his right glove, exposing the spiral scar coiled across his palm. It seemed darker tonight. Angrier. The edges raised higher, as if the flesh were trying to pull away from itself. He traced the pattern with his left hand. Seven complete revolutions around his palm. Seven days post-ritual. Seven scars marking his body like a map of inherited violence. You’re accelerating, Rowaan said quietly. Faster than… Lysander. Faster than… any of us. Why? Alistair thought. Weaker vessel, Torvin suggested. Or the curse is evolving. Learning. Getting more efficient with each generation. Either way…you’re losing yourself quicker than any Vale lord in history. How long? Alistair thought. How long until there’s nothing left of me? None of the ancestors answered. Which was answer enough. The helmsman…young sailor named Petyr, barely twenty…had been watching him. Trying to be subtle. Failing. “Something on your mind, Petyr?” Alistair asked without turning. The young sailor flinched, caught. “No, my lord. Just… keeping watch.” “You’re watching ME. That’s different from watching the sea.” A long pause. Then: “Begging your pardon, my lord, but you’ve been standing there an hour. Not moving. Just staring at your hands. And…” He trailed off. “And?” “And talking to yourself. I can’t hear what you’re saying, but I can see your lips moving.” Careful, Lysander warned. The more they notice, the more dangerous they become. Alistair turned to face the helmsman. Young face. Uncertain eyes. The kind of sailor who’d signed on for triple wages without fully understanding what he was sailing toward. “Have you ever heard voices, Petyr? In your head?” The young sailor’s face went carefully neutral. “No, my lord.” “Not even once? Not even a stray thought that felt like it came from somewhere else?” “I… don’t think so?” He’s lying, Torvin said. Everyone hears voices sometimes. Intrusive thoughts. Stray impulses. The difference is most people can dismiss them. We can’t. “It’s different for Vale lords,” Alistair said quietly. “The voices aren’t metaphorical. They’re not intrusive thoughts or conscience or imagination. They’re actual consciousnesses. My father. My grandfather. The First Lord. All of them living in here…” He tapped his temple. “…arguing about everything. Commenting on every decision. Never silent.” Petyr’s hands had tightened on the wheel. “That sounds… difficult, my lord.” “It’s maddening. Literally. And the longer they’re here, the stronger they get. The more they can DO.” Alistair held up his hands. “These aren’t my hands anymore. Not really. They’re Torvin’s. They know knots I never learned. They balance weight I never practiced. When I work, I’m not working…HE is, using my body like a tool.” Stop confessing, Lysander hissed. You’re giving them ammunition. Confirming their worst fears. Let him talk, Rowaan said. The boy… needs to speak… the truth… to someone… “Why are you telling me this?” Petyr asked carefully. “Because you’re going to hear things. See things. Times when I’m not quite myself. When someone else is looking out through my eyes.” Alistair moved closer. “And when that happens, I need you and the rest of the crew to remember: I’m still in here. Still fighting. Still trying to stay me. Even when it looks like I’m not.” The young helmsman swallowed hard. “My lord, if you’re possessed…if you’re dangerous…shouldn’t you… I don’t know… not be commanding a ship?” Good question, Lysander observed. “Probably,” Alistair admitted. “But this ship is my design. My innovation. My chance to prove Vale can be more than just curse and tradition. So I’m here despite the danger. Because the risk of NOT sailing is worse than the risk of losing myself at sea.” Petyr absorbed this. “You’re brave, my lord. Or crazy. I’m not sure which.” “Both,” Alistair said. “Definitely both.” A moment of shared understanding passed between them…lord and sailor, both caught in circumstances beyond their control, both doing their best with what they had. Then pain hit. Not gradual. Not building. Just THERE…sudden and absolute, like someone had driven a red-hot blade through Alistair’s left side. He gasped, hand flying to his ribs. Beneath his shirt, beneath his skin, something was HAPPENING. Flesh splitting. Reforming. Phantom wound from decades past carving itself onto his body. Ah, Torvin said. There it is. Wondered when this one would manifest. “My lord?” Petyr’s voice, distant and alarmed. “My lord, are you…” Alistair collapsed against the rail, biting down on his tongue to keep from screaming. Copper taste flooded his mouth. The pain was exquisite…precise and terrible, like surgery performed without anesthesia. His left side was on FIRE. Sword slash, Torvin explained, almost conversational despite Alistair’s agony. Naval battle, age thirty-seven. Boarding action against Blackwood pirates. Took a blade across the ribs…six inches long, half an inch deep. Nearly bled out before my men could get me below deck. The scar was writing itself in real-time. Alistair could FEEL it…tissue splitting in a line from sternum to spine, following the path of a wound dealt forty years before he was born. His shirt was sticking to his side. Not bleeding. Couldn’t be bleeding. But it FELT like bleeding, phantom sensation so vivid his body couldn’t tell the difference. Breathe, Rowaan urged. Just… breathe… through it… Don’t scream, Lysander added. If you scream, the crew hears. If they hear, they panic. If they panic, you’re overboard by dawn. Alistair’s jaw was clenched so hard his teeth ached. Eyes watering. Every breath agony. But he didn’t scream. Didn’t scream as the scar burned itself into existence. Didn’t scream as Torvin’s ancient wound claimed his flesh. Didn’t scream as another piece of himself was overwritten by inheritance. “My lord!” Petyr had abandoned the wheel, rushing over. “You’re hurt…let me call the…” “NO.” The word came out harsh, desperate. “Don’t. Don’t call anyone. I’m… fine.” Liar, Lysander observed. “You’re NOT fine!” Petyr’s young face showed genuine fear. “You’re pale as death and there’s…” He reached for Alistair’s side. Alistair caught his wrist, grip iron-strong despite the pain. “Don’t. Touch. Me.” Torvin’s grip. Torvin’s strength. The ancestor bleeding through even as Alistair tried to maintain control. Petyr’s face went white. “My lord, your eyes…” “What about my eyes?” “They’re… different. Colder. Like someone else is looking out.” He sees it, Torvin said. Good eyes on this one. The pain was receding now, fading to the same dull ache all his scars carried. Alistair released Petyr’s wrist, stumbling back against the rail. His left side felt wrong…hot and tight, like the skin had shrunk. “I need you to do something for me,” Alistair managed, voice ragged. “My lord?” “I need you to forget this happened. Forget I collapsed. Forget my eyes looked strange. Can you do that?” Petyr hesitated. “I… don’t think I can, my lord.” HONEST… Rowaan observed. COMMENDABLE… “Then at least don’t tell the others. Not yet.” Alistair forced himself upright, testing his balance. Everything worked. Nothing actually damaged. Just another phantom wound, another piece of inheritance carved into flesh that didn’t belong to him anymore. “What happened?” Petyr asked quietly. “Really?” “Another scar. Number eight.” Alistair pulled his shirt up, exposing his left side. The new wound was there…raised and angry, running from sternum to spine in a vicious line. Fresh-looking despite being forty years old. The mark of violence that had nearly killed Torvin, now written on his grandson’s body. Petyr stared. “That wasn’t there an hour ago.” “No.” “It just… appeared?” “Yes.” “How?” Blood magic, Torvin explained. The Salt Communion doesn’t just give you our memories. It gives you our BODIES. Our scars. Our wounds. Our physical history written onto your flesh like a palimpsest. “Family curse,” Alistair said aloud. “Every Vale lord who performs the ritual inherits the physical marks of their ancestors. Scars appear over time. Weeks. Months. Until the vessel’s body is covered in inherited violence.” “That’s…” Petyr’s voice trailed off, unable to name what it was. “Horrifying?” Alistair suggested. “Unnatural? Proof that my family is cursed by blood magic older than the kingdom?” “I was going to say ‘unlucky,’ my lord. But yes. All of those things too.” Despite everything…the pain, the fear, the slow loss of self…Alistair laughed. Actual laughter, bitter and broken. “Unlucky. That’s one way to phrase it.” Petyr’s young face showed an emotion that might have been sympathy. “My father used to say the lords carry burdens we’ll never understand. That power has prices we can’t see. I always thought he was being poetic.” He gestured toward Alistair’s new scar. “I was wrong. That’s… that’s a real price.” Smart boy, Torvin said approvingly. “Return to the wheel,” Alistair said quietly. “Keep our station. And Petyr?” “Yes, my lord?” “Thank you. For not screaming. For not running. For just… being here.” The young helmsman nodded and returned to his position. But Alistair caught him glancing back multiple times, checking to make sure his lord was still standing. Still human. Still more man than monster. Close call, Lysander said. Another minute and you’d have lost control completely. Would’ve been Torvin standing here, not you. I held on, Alistair thought. This time, Lysander agreed. But how many more times can you do that? How many more scars before there’s nothing left to hold onto? Alistair pulled his shirt down, hiding the new mark. Eight scars now. Six days post-ritual. The acceleration was undeniable. Above, stars continued their wheeling dance. The ocean rolled onward, indifferent. And somewhere ahead in the darkness, whales moved through deep water…ancient, massive, waiting to be hunted by a cursed lord who was losing himself one scar at a time. Three more days to the hunting grounds, Torvin said. Three more days for you to stay yourself, Lysander added. Three more days… until everything… changes, Rowaan finished. Alistair gripped the rail and stared into darkness and tried not to think about what he was becoming. The night watch continued. The Val-an sailed north. And in Alistair’s side, a forty-year-old wound burned with fresh agony.### ACT 4 - THE SIGHTING Three days north of Castle Vale, the ocean changed. The water turned darker…deep blue fading to something closer to black, cold rising from depths that sunlight never touched. Ice floated in scattered chunks, remnants of the northern shelf breaking apart as spring advanced. The air tasted different too…sharper, cleaner, carrying the smell of ancient cold. Getting close, Torvin said, satisfaction bleeding through his voice. The whales feed here. Always have. Deep water, rich with fish and squid. Everything the big ones need. Alistair stood at the bow, watching the Salt Wife signal from ahead. Captain Kellon’s ship had slowed, moving cautiously through the ice-scattered water. The other two vessels…Greyback and Saltborne…had fanned out to port and starboard, forming a loose net across the hunting grounds. Four ships. Four chances to prove the Val-an design worked. Or four coffins, Lysander observed. Depending on how the next few hours go. “My lord!” First Mate Harrow approached from amidships, face grim. “Kellon’s signaling. Wants all captains to heave to for final briefing before we begin the hunt.” “How long?” “Hour, maybe. Enough time to review the plan, distribute weapons, make sure everyone knows their role.” Harrow paused. “And enough time for the crew to get properly terrified.” Fear is good, Torvin said. Keeps them sharp. Whaling isn’t fishing. Whaling is WAR. The Val-an slowed, sails adjusting as the helmsman brought her alongside the Salt Wife. Close enough to shout across the gap but far enough to avoid collision if the ice shifted. Captain Kellon appeared at his rail, gap-toothed grin visible even from fifty feet away. “Beautiful morning for hunting, Lord Vale! Water’s calm, ice is manageable, and I’ve got a good feeling about today!” He’s lying, Lysander observed. Nobody has good feelings about first hunts. He’s projecting confidence to calm his crew. “What are we looking for?” Alistair called back. “Right whales, hopefully! Big, slow, full of oil! They float when you kill them, which makes rendering easy!” Kellon’s grin widened. “But we’ll take what we can get! Any whale is better than no whale!” Right whales, Torvin explained. Named because they’re the ‘right’ whales to hunt. Docile, profitable, easy to process. But BORING. I always preferred the gray whales. Meaner. Put up a real fight. The crews gathered on their respective decks as Kellon shouted instructions. Review of harpoon procedures. Reminder of signals. Warning about ice. All the practical details of organized violence against creatures the size of castles. Alistair listened with half his attention. The other half was focused on the water around them…dark, vast, hiding things that moved in the deep. You feel it, Torvin said. That’s MY hunting instinct. The predator sense that tells you when prey is near. And Alistair DID feel it. A tingling along his spine. A certainty that something massive moved beneath them, just beyond sight. How do you know? Alistair thought. Same way a wolf knows when deer are near, Torvin said. You just KNOW. The ocean tells you if you listen right. Kellon was still talking, but Alistair had stopped listening entirely. His attention was locked on the water fifty yards ahead…a patch of darker blue where the current moved differently. Something was there. Something HUGE. Tell them, Torvin urged. Call it out before it… “WHALE!” The cry came from the Val-an’s crow’s nest. Young voice, cracking with excitement and terror. “WHALE! Two points off the bow! BIG ONE!” Every head turned. The ocean’s surface remained smooth for three heartbeats. Four. Five. Then it ERUPTED. The whale breached like a mountain deciding to fly. Forty feet of gray flesh exploding upward, water streaming from barnacle-encrusted hide, massive body defying gravity for one impossible moment before crashing back with a sound like thunder. The displacement wave hit all four ships simultaneously…a surge of water that made the vessels roll hard to starboard. Sailors grabbed rigging, rails, anything bolted down. Alistair caught himself against the bow rail, staring at where the whale had vanished beneath the surface. Gray whale, Torvin said with fierce satisfaction. I TOLD you. Meaner. Better. “Ready harpoons!” Kellon’s voice carried across the water, all pretense of casual confidence gone. “All ships! Battle stations! This is NOT a drill!” The Val-an erupted into organized chaos. Sailors ran to positions they’d drilled but never used. Harpoon crews loaded weapons…six traditional throwing spears and four of Alistair’s repeating crossbow designs. Oil barrels positioned for quick access. Cutting tools laid out on deck in neat rows. Everything they needed to kill and process something that could kill them just as easily. This is what you wanted, Lysander reminded him. Proof that your designs work. Well, here’s your chance. Try not to die. Harrow appeared at Alistair’s side. “Orders, my lord?” “What’s the standard approach?” “Follow Kellon’s lead. He’s hunted grays before. He knows their patterns.” Harrow’s weathered face showed grudging respect. “And try not to get in their way when they sound. Gray whales dive deep when threatened. Come up underneath boats, flip them. Seen it happen twice. Messy.” Very messy, Torvin agreed. Lost good men that way. Drowned in full armor, dragged down when the ship capsized. “Signal Kellon,” Alistair decided. “We’ll take position to starboard. Give him room to work but stay close enough to provide support.” “You’re letting him lead the hunt?” Harrow sounded surprised. “My lord, this is YOUR ship. YOUR design. You should…” “I should stay alive long enough to prove the design works,” Alistair interrupted. “Kellon has forty years’ experience. I have ten days and three dead men screaming advice in my skull. I know which I’d rather follow.” Smart, Lysander admitted. Knowing your limitations is the first sign of competence. Harrow barked orders. The Val-an adjusted course, moving parallel to the Salt Wife. The two ships cut through dark water like predators circling prey. Except the PREY was bigger than both of them combined. “There!” A sailor pointed starboard. The whale surfaced again…this time slowly, deliberately. Just the top of its massive head breaking the water, blowhole releasing a spout of mist that caught morning sunlight like a ghost. And it was LOOKING at them. Alistair could see its eye…huge, dark, ancient beyond measure. The kind of eye that had watched countless ships, countless sailors, countless attempts to kill its kind. Intelligence lived in that eye. Awareness. Understanding. They know, Torvin said quietly. Whales know what we are. What we want. And they choose whether to run or fight. “It’s not running,” Alistair observed. “No,” Harrow agreed, voice tight. “It’s not.” The whale rolled slightly, exposing more of its flank. Fifty feet long. Maybe sixty. Scarred hide showing old harpoon wounds that had healed, barnacles clustered thick on its head, tail flukes visible just beneath the surface. A veteran. Like Kellon. Like Garris. Like any creature that had survived decades of predation. This one’s killed before, Torvin said with certainty. See those scars? Some are harpoon wounds. Some are propeller cuts. Some are from fighting OTHER whales. This is an old bull. Experienced. Dangerous. “How do you know it’s male?” Alistair asked. Size. Scarring pattern. Behavior. Torvin’s voice carried the confidence of someone who’d hunted these waters for thirty years. Females travel in pods, stay close to their calves. Males are solitary. Aggressive. This one’s alone, which means he’s either exiled or too mean to tolerate company. From the Salt Wife, Kellon was shouting something…orders lost in wind and distance. But his meaning was clear from the way his crew moved: they were setting up for a first strike. “Load harpoons,” Alistair commanded. “Traditional AND repeating. I want options.” The harpoon crews moved with practiced efficiency…six men loading the throwing spears, four more positioning the repeating crossbows that Alistair had designed. The crossbows were beautiful things: wound springs, lever-action reloading, explosive tips filled with black powder that would detonate on impact. If they work, Lysander said. Big IF. They’ll work, Alistair thought. Your confidence is touching, Lysander replied. Misplaced, but touching. The whale was still watching them. Still not running. Just floating there with alien patience, as if waiting to see what the humans would do. “It knows we’re hunting it,” one of the sailors whispered. “Look at it. It KNOWS.” Of course it knows, Torvin said. Whales aren’t stupid. They’re smarter than most of the men trying to kill them. “Then why isn’t it running?” Alistair asked. Harrow’s answer was grim: “Because it thinks it can win.” A hundred yards away, the Salt Wife began its approach…slow, careful, oars dipping quietly to avoid spooking the prey. Kellon’s crew moved like shadows, years of practice making them nearly silent. The whale watched them come. Fifty yards. Forty. Thirty. Any moment now, Torvin predicted. Either it dives and runs, or it… The whale MOVED. Not away. TOWARD. It surged forward with shocking speed for something so massive, tail flukes churning water into foam. Straight at the Salt Wife like a battering ram made of flesh and fury. “BRACE!” Kellon’s voice carried pure panic. The whale hit the Salt Wife’s starboard side with a sound like splitting timber. The ship heeled hard to port, sailors flying across deck, rigging snapping under the strain. For one terrible moment it looked like the vessel would capsize entirely… Then it righted, settling back with a groan of stressed wood. Damaged but afloat. The whale disappeared beneath the surface. “IT’S COMING FOR US!” Someone screamed from the Val-an’s crow’s nest. “UNDERNEATH! COMING UP UNDERNEATH!” Alistair looked down at the water beside the hull. Saw shadow rising. HUGE shadow, growing larger as it approached the surface. Here it comes, Torvin said, and Alistair couldn’t tell if his grandfather was terrified or exhilarated. This is the moment. Either we kill it or it kills us. The whale breached directly beside the Val-an…so close Alistair could have reached out and touched the barnacled hide. Water cascaded over the rail, drenching the deck. The creature’s eye passed within ten feet of where Alistair stood. And in that eye, he saw intelligence. Saw anger. Saw something that understood exactly what was happening and had chosen violence over flight. Beautiful, Torvin whispered. The whale’s tail came up…massive flukes rising from the water like an executioner’s axe preparing to fall. Twenty feet across. Tons of muscle and bone. Capable of smashing the Val-an’s hull like kindling. “FIRE!” Alistair didn’t remember shouting the order. Didn’t remember moving to the harpoon station. But suddenly he was there, hands on one of the repeating crossbows, Torvin’s knowledge flooding through him. He pulled the trigger. The crossbow KICKED like a mule…wound spring releasing with mechanical precision, harpoon flying true, explosive tip striking the whale’s flank just below the waterline. The detonation was smaller than Alistair expected. Not a ship-shattering explosion. Just a CRACK…sharp and vicious, followed by a bloom of dark blood spreading through the water. The whale SCREAMED. The sound shouldn’t have been possible. Whales didn’t scream. They sang, they clicked, they made deep rumbling calls that carried for miles. But this was a SCREAM… high-pitched and agonized and utterly, horrifyingly human in its pain. Good hit, Torvin observed clinically. Deep penetration. Explosive charge worked perfectly. Now finish it before… The tail came down. Not on the Val-an. On the water beside her…a massive slap that sent a wall of water washing across the deck, knocking half the crew off their feet. And then the whale dove. Not fleeing. Not running. Going deep, Torvin said. Building speed for a ram. Oh, this is going to be GOOD. “BRACE FOR IMPACT!” Harrow was screaming. “EVERYONE HOLD ON!” Alistair grabbed the rail with both hands. Around him, sailors did the same…clinging to anything bolted down, faces white with terror. The whale hit the keel. The Val-an jumped like a horse stung by hornets…whole vessel lifting from the water for one impossible moment before crashing back. Wood groaned. Nails shrieked. Somewhere below deck, something shattered. But the hull held. Ice-breaker reinforcement, Torvin noted with approval. Your design is tougher than I gave it credit for. The whale surfaced again…bloodied now, one eye wild with pain and rage, blowhole gasping. It was hurt. Weakened. But far from defeated. From the Salt Wife, Kellon’s crew was launching harpoons…traditional throws, men with decades of practice sending spears in high arcs that came down like rain. Two struck. Three. Four. The whale thrashed, blood spreading in dark ribbons through cold water. Ropes paid out from all four ships now…everyone committed, everyone bound to the creature they were trying to kill. Now it’s a war, Torvin said with satisfaction. Now we see who’s stronger. Us or the ocean. Alistair reloaded the crossbow…hands moving with Torvin’s muscle memory, fingers finding catches and levers he’d never practiced. The mechanism worked perfectly: spring wound, harpoon loaded, explosive tip armed. One more, Torvin urged. Put it through the eye. End this. “I can’t…” You CAN, Torvin insisted. I’ve made this shot a hundred times. Just let me guide your hands. And before Alistair could resist, Torvin surged forward…not full possession like with Gareth, but something subtler. A guiding pressure. Hands adjusting grip, shoulders settling into proper stance, eyes tracking the whale’s movement with predatory precision. The crossbow came up. Alistair squeezed the trigger. The harpoon flew true. It struck the whale’s left eye, explosive tip detonating in a spray of dark fluid and shredded tissue. The creature’s cry was different this time. Not a scream. Not pain or rage. Something that bypassed the ears entirely and landed in the chest like a fist. The sound of something conscious, understanding it was going to die here, calling to nothing that would answer. Perfect shot, Torvin said, satisfaction bleeding through every syllable. Just like old times. But as the whale thrashed in its death throes, blood pouring from the ruined eye, Alistair felt something he hadn’t expected: Shame. They’d just killed something ancient. Something intelligent. Something that had chosen to fight rather than flee, that had understood exactly what was happening and faced it with courage. And they’d killed it for oil. For profit. For political necessity. Welcome to whaling, Lysander said quietly. This is what we ARE, boy. Predators. Get used to it. The whale was dying now…movements slowing, blood loss catastrophic, the fight draining from muscles that had fought the ocean for decades. Around them, the other ships closed in for the final stages. Ropes tightening. Crews preparing for the long, brutal process of rendering. Victory. Economic salvation for House Vale. Proof that innovation worked. And all it had cost was something magnificent. That’s the price, Torvin said. Every achievement requires sacrifice. Every victory has blood underneath. You wanted to save your house? This is how it’s done. Alistair watched the whale’s final breaths and wondered if success was supposed to feel this hollow.### ACT 5 - THE KILL The whale didn’t die quickly. It thrashed for twenty minutes…tail smashing water, body rolling, trying desperately to dive despite the harpoons buried in its flesh and the ropes binding it to four ships. Blood spread across the surface in widening spirals, turning black water rust-red. “HOLD THOSE LINES!” Kellon’s voice carried from the Salt Wife. “Don’t let it sound! If it gets deep, it’ll drag us all down!” Forty men on four ships held ropes against a creature that weighed as much as a castle tower. Muscles straining. Hands bleeding through gloves. Feet braced against rails and masts and anything that wouldn’t shift. This is the real work, Torvin observed. The killing is easy. The HOLDING is what separates experienced whalers from corpses. The Val-an’s deck was chaos…sailors hauling rope hand-over-hand, officers shouting coordinates, harpoon crews reloading for follow-up strikes. Blood and seawater mixed on the planks, making footing treacherous. Alistair stood at the bow rail, watching the whale fight for life he’d stolen. The ruined eye socket was a dark crater in the creature’s head, blood streaming from the wound in thick ribbons. But the other eye…the one that still worked…was locked on the Val-an. On him. It knows, Rowaan murmured. Knows you… delivered… the killing blow… “It’s still fighting,” Alistair said. “They always do,” Harrow replied, appearing beside him with a traditional harpoon. “Takes a while for something that big to realize it’s dead. Body keeps going on momentum and rage.” The whale rolled, exposing its ventral side…pale gray, scarred from decades of survival. More harpoon wounds there, old and healed. This creature had been hunted before. Had survived before. Not this time. Ready another shot, Torvin urged. Through the lung. Collapse the air sac. Speed this along. “I don’t…” You DO, Torvin insisted. You made the kill shot. Now finish what you started. Don’t make it suffer longer than necessary. The logic was sound even if the method was monstrous. Alistair moved to the nearest loaded crossbow…one of his repeating designs, spring wound and ready. His hands found the mechanism without conscious thought, Torvin’s knowledge guiding every motion. Aim for the chest. Below the waterline. Where the lung would be. He fired. The harpoon struck true, explosive tip detonating inside the whale’s body cavity. The creature convulsed…whole massive form going rigid…then resumed thrashing with renewed desperation. Lung’s collapsed, Torvin confirmed. It’s drowning now. In its own blood. Won’t be long. Alistair wanted to vomit. “Good shot, my lord!” One of the harpoon crew…young sailor named Marrik…grinned despite being soaked in blood and seawater. “That’s two perfect strikes! You’ve got your grandfather’s aim!” He’s got MY aim, Torvin corrected. Because I’m doing the aiming. More harpoons flew from the other ships. Traditional throws, arcing high and coming down like judgment. Most struck…skilled crews with decades of practice. The whale’s body bristled with shafts now, looking like some grotesque pincushion. Each new wound elicited another spasm of pain. Each spasm weakened it further. The fight was draining away like blood in water. “CLOSING IN!” Kellon’s signal flags went up. “ALL SHIPS! PREPARE FOR FINAL APPROACH!” The four vessels moved as one, ropes pulling taut, drawing the dying whale into the center of their formation. Close enough now that Alistair could see individual barnacles on the creature’s hide. Could see the way its good eye was starting to glaze. Could see death coming in slow, terrible increments. This is taking too long, Torvin said with frustration. A clean kill is quick. This is butchery. Then tell me how to end it faster, Alistair thought desperately. Brain shot, Torvin explained. Through the skull, into the brain cavity. But it’s a difficult target. Small opening. Heavy bone. Miss by an inch and you just make it suffer more. “Harrow,” Alistair called out. “Where’s the brain? On a gray whale?” The first mate looked surprised at the question. “Behind the eye, my lord. About three feet back. But the skull’s thick…six inches of bone. Difficult shot even at close range.” “I can make it.” WE can make it, Torvin corrected. Harrow studied Alistair’s face for a long moment. Saw something there…maybe the cold certainty of inherited skill, maybe just desperate determination to end the suffering. “You’ll need a traditional harpoon. The explosive tips might not penetrate the skull. Could detonate outside and just cause more pain.” He was right. Alistair took the offered harpoon…eight feet of ash wood, iron tip sharpened to razor edge. Heavy. Balanced. Designed for throwing. I’ve thrown ten thousand of these, Torvin said. Just let me guide your arms. The whale was thirty feet away now, ropes holding it in place. Still thrashing weakly. Still trying to dive despite shredded lungs and catastrophic blood loss. The good eye tracked Alistair as he moved to the rail, harpoon raised. For one moment, their gazes locked. Human and whale. Predator and prey. The eye was INTELLIGENT. Not animal-smart. Not instinct-following. But aware. Conscious. Understanding exactly what was happening and why. Alistair saw himself reflected in that dying gaze. Saw what he’d become. A killer. A lord who murdered magnificent things for economic necessity and called it progress. The whale’s eye seemed to say: I lived seventy years in these waters. I’ve seen ice form and break. I’ve sung to the deep and heard answers from miles away. I’ve mated and migrated and survived storms that killed ships. And you… you kill me for oil and bone. For coins. For a son who’ll never know what you destroyed to buy his future. I’m sorry, Alistair thought desperately. I’m sorry but I need this. My house needs this. My son needs this. The whale’s eye blinked once… slowly, deliberately… and Alistair felt something crack inside his chest. Not his ribs. Something deeper. The last piece of himself that believed killing could be clean or justified or anything other than what it was. Murder. Now, Torvin commanded. And Alistair let him. Because he NEEDED this. Needed Torvin’s skill, Torvin’s muscle memory, Torvin’s decades of practice. Alistair had never thrown a harpoon in his life. Couldn’t make this shot. Would miss, wound the whale worse, make it suffer longer. But Torvin could make it. So Alistair surrendered. Opened himself to the old warrior’s presence. Felt Torvin’s consciousness flood through his limbs like ice water. Felt his own body respond to commands he didn’t give. His arm came back. Posture shifted. Weight transferred. Whole body coiling like a spring wound by someone else’s hands. Thank you, Alistair thought to his grandfather’s ghost. I hate that I need you. But thank you. You’re welcome, Torvin replied. And that’s progress, boy. Accepting help instead of fighting it. That’s how you survive. That’s how I lose myself, Alistair thought. Same thing, Torvin said. Eventually. The throw was perfect. The harpoon flew in a perfect arc, spinning slightly for stability, iron tip catching sunlight, and struck the whale’s skull three feet behind the ruined eye. The tip punched through bone with a sound like splitting wood. Like breaking something sacred. The whale’s good eye went wide. Then dark. Every muscle locked. Tail flukes raised high, frozen in mid-thrash. The creature suspended in that terrible moment between life and death… still aware, still conscious, feeling the iron in its brain… Then nothing. The massive body went limp. Not dramatically. Not with final struggles or death throes. It just… stopped. Like a puppet with cut strings. Sinking slightly in the water, held up only by the harpoon ropes and its own buoyancy. Dead. The ocean fell silent except for waves lapping against hulls and the creak of rigging. And Alistair stood at the rail with blood on his hands and something precious broken inside him that would never heal. “It’s done,” Harrow said quietly. “Clean kill, my lord. Your grandfather would’ve been proud.” I AM proud, Torvin said. Perfect throw. Perfect placement. You’re a natural. YOU’RE a natural, Alistair corrected silently. I’m just the body you’re wearing. But he didn’t say that aloud. Just stood at the rail, staring at the floating corpse of something magnificent that they’d murdered for profit. The work began immediately. Four ships positioned themselves around the carcass, ropes securing it in place. Crews broke out cutting tools…flensing knives as long as a man’s arm, rendering hooks, oil barrels, everything needed to process a whale at sea. “Standard rendering,” Kellon shouted across the water. “Strip the blubber in sections, boil it down, store the oil! Salvage the bone! Work fast before sharks arrive!” And they WILL arrive, Torvin added. Blood in the water draws predators. We’ve got maybe four hours before this area becomes a feeding frenzy. The Val-an’s crew moved with practiced efficiency…some had done this before under other captains, others were following the lead of experienced hands. They swarmed over the whale’s body like ants on a carcass, knives flashing in afternoon sun. The first cut was the worst. A flensing knife bit deep into the whale’s hide…through skin and blubber down to the muscle beneath. Dark blood welled up, mixing with seawater. The smell hit immediately: fish, oil, copper, the distinct reek of exposed organs. Alistair forced himself to watch. This was the price of innovation. The cost of economic salvation. He’d killed this creature…or Torvin had used his hands to kill it…and he owed it the dignity of witnessing what came after. Strip by strip, the blubber came away. Long sections peeled from the body like grotesque ribbons, hauled aboard all four ships where rendering teams would boil them down into oil. The whale’s corpse grew smaller with each cut, magnificent gray hide disappearing to reveal pink muscle beneath. Efficient, Lysander observed. Your crews know their work. That’s worth noting. The rendering pots were fired…huge iron cauldrons bolted to the deck, flames licking underneath. Blubber went in, melting down into golden oil that would light lamps and grease machinery and fund House Vale for another year. The whale’s head was removed…massive skull cut free with specialized saws, falling into the ocean with a splash that sent waves washing across all four ships. Inside the skull cavity, the brain was visible: smaller than expected, just a few pounds of gray matter that had contained intelligence and memory and personality. Whale brains are strange, Torvin mused. Larger than human brains in some species. Scientists argue about whether they think like we do. Whether they have souls. Did this one have a soul? Alistair thought. Probably, Torvin admitted. But then again, so do the cattle we slaughter. Doesn’t stop us from eating. The bone was salvaged…massive ribs and vertebrae separated and stored. Whale bone was valuable: strong, flexible, used for everything from corset stays to fishing rods. Nothing would be wasted. The smell grew worse as they cut deeper…exposed organs, intestines, stomach contents. The crew worked with cloths tied over their faces, eyes watering, cursing steadily as they processed the carcass. One of the sailors, Garris, the old hand who’d lost two fingers, approached Alistair with something wrapped in oilcloth. “Found this, my lord. Thought you’d want it.” He unwrapped the cloth, revealing a massive tooth, white ivory, perfectly intact, easily two feet long. “From the jaw. Biggest one I’ve seen in thirty years.” Corwin’s whale tooth. The promise Alistair had made to a five-year-old boy who still believed his father would come home as himself. Take it, Torvin urged. The boy deserves to see what his father achieved. Alistair accepted the tooth, feeling its weight. Smooth ivory, slightly curved, worn at the tip from decades of use. This tooth had belonged to a creature that had survived longer than most humans lived. “Thank you, Garris.” “Aye, my lord.” The old sailor studied him for a moment. “You alright?” The question caught Alistair off-guard. “Why wouldn’t I be?” “Because you’ve been standing at that rail for an hour not moving. Because your hands are shaking. Because you look like a man who just did something that broke him.” Garris spat over the side. “I’ve been whaling thirty years, my lord. Seen a lot of first kills. Some men celebrate. Some men vomit. Some men stand real still and try not to think about what they did.” “Which kind are you?” “The kind who got drunk for three days after his first whale.” Garris’s weathered face showed something like understanding. “Still remember her eye. The way she looked at me before I put the harpoon through her skull. Like she knew. Like she understood I had a family to feed and bills to pay, but she was still going to die hating me for it.” Did she have a soul? Alistair wanted to ask. Did killing her take something from you that never came back? “Does it get easier?” he asked instead. “Nah. Just gets different. You stop seeing them as magnificent and start seeing them as cargo. Oil and bone and profit.” Garris looked at the diminishing carcass. “Don’t know if that’s better or worse, honestly. But it’s how you survive doing this work.” A younger sailor approached, nervous, holding two tin cups. “Garris? Captain Kellon wants… oh. My lord.” The young man, Marrik, awkwardly offered one of the cups. “This was for Garris, but… you look like you could use it more.” The liquid smelled like rum. Strong rum. “It’s against regulations,” Alistair said automatically. “Aye,” Garris agreed. “But you’re the lord. You make the regulations. And sometimes regulations need breaking.” He accepted his own cup from Marrik. “To the whale. May she swim in whatever ocean whales go after death.” Alistair drank. The rum burned going down, raw and unrefined. Sailor’s rum, which meant it was probably worth more for cleaning wounds than drinking. “To the whale,” he echoed. Marrik hesitated, then spoke up. “My lord… was it true? What they’re saying? That Lord Torvin guided your arm? That you threw the killing shot but it was him doing the throwing?” Dangerous question, Lysander warned. HONEST… QUESTION… Rowaan countered. DESERVES… HONEST… ANSWER… “Yes,” Alistair said simply. “I’ve never thrown a harpoon in my life. Torvin has thrown thousands. He used my arm. My body. But his skill.” The two sailors absorbed this. No horror. No fear. Just… consideration. “So you’re like…” Marrik struggled for words. “…a tool? For them to use?” “Something like that.” “But you’re still yourself,” Garris said. Not a question. A statement. “Still making the decisions. Still choosing to be here. They can guide your hands, but they can’t make you WANT to kill. That’s still you.” Is it? Alistair thought. Or am I just telling myself that to make the erasure bearable? “The whale deserved better,” Alistair said quietly. “Aye,” Garris agreed. “They always do. But we’re the predators, my lord. Always have been. Always will be. The only thing we can do is make the kill clean. Quick. Merciful as we can manage.” He raised his cup. “You did that. The brain shot ended it fast. That’s worth something.” Is it? Alistair wondered. Does quick murder absolve the murderer? But he raised his cup anyway. Drank with men who’d just helped him commit organized violence against something magnificent. Because that’s what lords did. That’s what survival required. That’s what progress cost. “Thank you,” Alistair said. “Both of you. For…” He couldn’t finish. Couldn’t articulate what he was thanking them for. Understanding? Acceptance? Treating him like a man instead of a monster? “Aye, my lord,” Garris said simply. And that was enough. By sunset, the rendering was complete. Four ships with holds full of oil, bone, and salvaged material. The whale’s remaining carcass…skeleton and organs, everything inedible or worthless…was released to sink into the black depths. The crews were exhausted. Blood-soaked. Reeking of oil and death. But they were also satisfied. “FOUR HUNDRED BARRELS!” Kellon’s voice carried across the water, triumphant. “MAYBE MORE WHEN WE FINISH BOILING! THAT’S TWO YEARS’ FUNDING, LORD VALE! YOUR DESIGN WORKS!” The Val-an’s crew cheered…first tentatively, then with genuine enthusiasm. They’d been terrified of sailing with a cursed lord. But that cursed lord had just proven the Val-an innovations worked. Had just secured their wages for the next two years. Had just made them RICH. “Three cheers for Lord Vale!” Someone shouted. “And three for the Val-an!” “HUZZAH! HUZZAH! HUZZAH!” The sound echoed across dark water. Celebration from men who’d just committed organized violence against nature and emerged victorious. Alistair stood at the rail, whale tooth in hand, and felt nothing but emptiness. You did well, Lysander said. Executed the plan perfectly. Proved your innovation. Secured your house’s future. This is what success looks like. Then why does it feel like failure? Alistair thought. Because you’re still too soft, Lysander replied. Still clinging to the naive belief that progress shouldn’t require sacrifice. But it always does. Everything has a price. You just paid yours. The sun was setting now, painting the blood-dark water in shades of copper and rust. The kind of light that made slaughter look like a painting. Tomorrow they’d sail for home. Return to Castle Vale with proof of success. Brynmor’s accusations would crumble in the face of economic triumph. House Vale would survive another generation. All it had cost was something ancient. Something intelligent. Something that had deserved better than to die for human ambition. Get used to it, Torvin advised. This is what lords DO. We make difficult decisions. Kill when necessary. Sacrifice what we must to protect what we love. Your grandfather understood that. Your father understood that. Now you do too. Alistair looked down at the whale tooth in his hands…Corwin’s promised treasure, bought with blood. Welcome to leadership, Lysander said quietly. Where every victory feels like losing. The Val-an turned south, toward home, toward answers that would have to be given. And in Alistair’s mind, three dead men argued about whether killing something magnificent could ever be justified. The voyage wasn’t over. But something in Alistair had died alongside the whale.ACT 6 - RETURN & REVELATION The voyage south took six days. Six days of rendering the last barrels of oil. Six days of scrubbing blood from decks. Six days of sailors who’d started the voyage terrified of their cursed lord gradually deciding he wasn’t curse enough to worry about. Alistair stood in the cargo hold on the fourth day, watching Harrow count barrels with the methodical precision of someone who’d done this a thousand times. “Four hundred and thirty-seven,” the first mate announced, making notations in his ledger. “Plus the bone…fifty-two major pieces, another hundred smaller sections. Conservative estimate puts the total value at… twelve thousand gold.” Twelve thousand, Lysander repeated. From ONE whale. That’s more than most lords see in five years of taxation. “Split four ways between the ships,” Alistair calculated aloud. “Three thousand per vessel. Minus crew shares, provisions, maintenance…” “Still leaves you with enough to fund castle operations for two years,” Harrow said. “Plus proves your design works. Every merchant house in the territory will want Val-an ships now. You’ve created an industry, my lord.” Economic victory, Torvin observed. Exactly what you needed. Brynmor’s accusations become irrelevant when you’re generating this kind of profit. But the victory felt hollow. Alistair looked at the barrels…hundreds of gallons of golden oil, each one representing a piece of something that had deserved better than to die for human commerce. “How many whales would we need to hunt per year?” he asked. “To sustain this industry?” Harrow considered. “Depends on the market. Four whaling voyages per season, three kills per voyage, you’re looking at twelve whales annually. Sustainable if we rotate hunting grounds. The population can handle that loss.” CAN… IT? Rowaan murmured. OR… JUST… TELLING… OURSELVES… THAT… JUSTIFY… KILLING? “What was this one’s age?” Alistair asked. “The whale we killed. How old?” “Garris estimated sixty years. Maybe seventy.” Harrow’s weathered face showed something that might have been respect. “That’s old for a gray. Most don’t make it past forty. This one was a survivor.” Was, Alistair thought. Until we killed it, Lysander finished. Stop dwelling. What’s done is done. Focus on what comes next. The crew’s attitude had shifted completely by the fifth day. Alistair emerged from his cabin to find sailors who no longer made warding signs when he passed. Who no longer whispered about curses and possession. Who looked at him with something approaching respect. Garris approached, scarred hands carrying a tin cup of something that smelled like burnt tar and regret. “Morning ration, my lord. Coffee. Sailor’s coffee, which means it’s terrible, but it’s hot.” Alistair accepted the cup. The liquid was indeed terrible…bitter, grainy, probably made from grounds that had been used twice already. But Garris offering it was significant. An offering of acceptance. “Thank you.” “You did good out there.” Garris’s tone was matter-of-fact. “With the whale. Two perfect shots. Brain shot to finish it clean. That’s… not something most lords could do.” Most lords don’t have three dead sailors riding their consciousness, Torvin observed. “My grandfather’s training,” Alistair said, the lie coming easily now. “Aye. I remember Lord Torvin’s aim. Could put a harpoon through a ship’s rigging at a hundred yards. Never missed.” Garris paused. “You move like him sometimes. Same stance. Same way of checking weight distribution. Even your voice drops into his register when you give orders.” He’s noticed everything, Lysander said. Question is whether he cares. “Does that bother you?” Alistair asked carefully. Garris shrugged. “Bothered me at first. Made warding signs, whispered about curses, all that superstitious nonsense. But then I watched you work. Watched you kill clean when it needed killing. Watched you stand at the rail afterward looking like a man who’d just committed murder…which you had…instead of celebrating like most lords would.” He took a long drink from his own cup. “Figure if you’re possessed, at least you’re possessed by someone who knows what they’re doing. And you’re not hiding it. Not pretending to be something you’re not. That counts for something.” Pragmatic, Torvin approved. I always liked Garris. Practical man. Knows the difference between superstition and reality. Other sailors were gathering now…not threatening, just curious. Morning shift change, crews rotating, men who’d worked alongside their lord for six days and decided he was cursed but competent. “Is it true what they say?” A young sailor…Marrik, the one who’d praised Alistair’s shooting…spoke up. “About the Vale curse? That you hear voices? That your ancestors live in your head?” Dangerous question, Lysander warned. OR… HONEST… QUESTION… Rowaan countered. DESERVES… HONEST… ANSWER… “Yes,” Alistair said simply. “I hear three voices clearly. My father Lysander. My grandfather Torvin. And someone older…Rowaan, the First Lord. They argue constantly. Comment on everything. Sometimes they guide my hands when I’m working. Sometimes they try to take over entirely.” The gathered sailors absorbed this. No gasps. No horror. Just… acceptance. “And the scars?” Garris asked. “The ones that appear from nowhere?” Alistair pulled up his left sleeve, exposing the naval battle wound…vicious line from sternum to spine. “This appeared four nights ago. Torvin’s scar from age thirty-seven. Sword slash during a boarding action. I felt it burn itself into my flesh in real-time.” Several sailors made subtle warding signs. But they didn’t flee. Didn’t demand he be thrown overboard. “That’s…” Marrik struggled for words. “…unlucky, my lord.” Despite everything, Alistair almost smiled. “Yes. Unlucky is one way to phrase it.” “But you’re still YOU,” another sailor said. “Right? Like, underneath the voices and the scars. You’re still Lord Alistair?” Are you? Lysander asked. Less every day, Torvin added. BUT… YES… Rowaan said firmly. STILL… HIMSELF… FIGHTING… STAY… HIMSELF… “I’m trying to be,” Alistair said honestly. “Every day I fight to stay myself. Sometimes I win. Sometimes they win. But I’m still trying.” Garris raised his tin cup. “To trying, then. And to lords who don’t pretend they’re not cursed. You’re alright, Lord Vale. Possessed or not.” The other sailors raised their cups…morning rations, terrible coffee, ceremonial acceptance of a lord they’d feared and now merely pitied. “To trying,” they echoed. Alistair drank the burnt tar coffee and wondered if their acceptance was blessing or damnation. That afternoon, Alistair sat in his cabin with Corwin’s whale tooth. The ivory was beautiful…two feet of polished white, slightly curved, worn smooth at the tip from decades of use. He’d cleaned it carefully, removing the last traces of blood and tissue. Now it gleamed in the lamplight like captured moonlight. He’ll love it, Torvin said. Boys always love trophies. Physical proof their father did something brave. “I killed something magnificent to get this,” Alistair said aloud. You killed something DANGEROUS to get this, Lysander corrected. That whale would’ve smashed the Val-an if we hadn’t struck first. Defense is still killing. Was it defense? Alistair thought. Or did we hunt it specifically because we wanted what it had? Both, Torvin said. Welcome to the moral complexity of leadership. Nothing’s clean. Nothing’s simple. Every decision has blood underneath. Alistair traced his finger along the tooth’s length. Smooth. Cool. Evidence of a promise kept and something lost. Corwin won’t care about the moral complexity, Lysander observed. He’ll just see that his father promised him something and delivered. That’s what matters at five years old. Will he recognize me? Alistair thought. When I return? Will he see his father or his grandfather? MAYBE… BOTH… Rowaan murmured. MAYBE… THAT’S… WHAT… ARE… NOW… Alistair set the tooth down carefully. Pressed his palms against the desk surface. Wood grain rough under his fingers. Real. Solid. Something that wasn’t voices or scars or phantom memories. He thought about Elena. Not the Elena waiting on the battlements. Not Lady Elena managing castle affairs and Brynmor politics. Just… Elena. The woman who touched his face in the dark and said “I don’t care if you’re ten percent yourself, just come back.” Six days ago, she’d been real. Warm skin and lavender scent and the taste of goodbye on her lips. Now she felt like something he’d dreamed. A memory from someone else’s life. What would she see when he stepped off the ship? Would she recognize the man she’d married? Or would she see Torvin wearing her husband’s skin? You’re overthinking, Lysander said quietly. She’ll see what she always sees: a Vale lord carrying the family’s weight. That’s all she needs to see. That’s all YOU want her to see, Alistair thought. But what does SHE need? Me. Herself. The man she chose. And that man was being taken apart. Not all at once. Just piece by piece. Each time Torvin’s hands moved and his didn’t object. Each time Lysander’s voice framed the strategy and Alistair thought yes, that’s right, and couldn’t tell anymore if that was agreement or surrender. He pressed harder against the desk. Wood grain. Real. His. The worst part wasn’t the loss. The worst part was how GOOD it sometimes felt. How competent. How certain. Torvin’s confidence flooding in where Alistair’s own would’ve faltered. That terrified him more than the scars. More than the voices. That he was starting to prefer it. Elena, he thought again, more desperately. Like her name was a rope thrown into deep water. I’m still fighting, he told himself. Still here. But he’d thought the same thing four days ago, and he’d lost a piece of himself since then he couldn’t name. A knock at the cabin door. “My lord?” Harrow’s voice. “Castle Vale’s in sight. Maybe an hour out.” Home. Home. Alistair stood, pocketing the tooth. His reflection caught in the polished brass mirror mounted on the cabin wall…and he froze. The face looking back wasn’t quite his anymore. Sharper jawline. Colder eyes. Posture straighter, more aggressive. Even his hair seemed different…darker somehow, or maybe just styled in Torvin’s preferred manner without conscious thought. You look like me now, Torvin said with satisfaction. More like me than Lysander, at least. You’re further along than any Vale lord I’ve seen at six days. The process has started in earnest. Six days, Alistair thought. Six days and I barely recognize myself. Wait until you’ve had it for six months, Lysander said. Then you won’t recognize yourself at all. The Val-an passed through the harbor mouth as evening fell. Castle Vale rose against the cliff face, torches burning in the growing darkness. Four ships returning triumphant, holds full, crews alive, economic salvation secured. The docks were crowded…word had spread somehow, probably by fast rider from northern settlements. Merchants waiting to assess the catch. Minor nobles curious about the outcome. Common folk who’d watched their lord sail away and wondered if he’d return. And there, on the battlements high above, a small figure in green. Elena. Watching. Waiting. She’ll see it immediately, Lysander observed. The changes. You left looking like yourself. You’re returning looking like Torvin. “My lord.” Harrow approached, voice low. “The crew’s been talking. They want you to know…they’ll speak to Brynmor if needed. Testify that you commanded well. That the voices didn’t interfere with your judgment. That the Val-an design works perfectly.” Loyalty, Torvin said, surprised. You earned their loyalty. That’s… rare. Commendable. “Thank you, Harrow. Tell them I’m grateful.” “They’re grateful too, my lord. Triple wages, full shares, and the pride of sailing the first successful Val-an voyage.” Harrow’s weathered face showed rare approval. “You did what you set out to do. Proved innovation works. Secured your house’s future. That’s worth celebrating.” The Val-an glided toward her berth, graceful despite her size, revolutionary design moving through water like she’d been born to it. Proof that vision could triumph over tradition. But as Alistair looked up at Elena’s distant silhouette, he wondered what she saw. Did she see her husband returning triumphant? Or did she see his grandfather’s ghost wearing familiar skin? The crew was gathering at the rails now, waving to the crowd. Calling out to family and friends. Celebrating survival and success in equal measure. “He went out Lord Alistair,” someone murmured behind Alistair. Not quite quiet enough. “But damn if he doesn’t look like he’s coming back Lord Torvin.” Perceptive, Torvin said. Accurate, Lysander agreed. Tragic, Rowaan added quietly. The gangplank was lowered. The crowd surged forward. And Alistair descended to Castle Vale’s docks with a whale tooth in his pocket and his grandfather’s face on his skull. Elena was already moving down from the battlements. He could see her distant figure navigating the castle’s steep paths. Coming to meet him. Coming to see what had returned from the northern waters. She won’t like what she sees, Lysander predicted. She’ll adapt, Torvin countered. Elena’s a survivor. She’ll accept what she must. Will she accept… that her husband… is dying? Rowaan asked. That the man… she married… is being… overwritten… day by day? Alistair didn’t have an answer for that. The Val-an had returned triumphant. House Vale’s economic future was secured. Innovation had proven stronger than tradition. But the man who’d sailed out six days ago had died somewhere in the northern waters alongside a gray whale that deserved better. And the thing that returned wearing Alistair Vale’s face was something else entirely. Welcome home, the ancestors whispered in chorus.### COMPLETE CHAPTER 7 ### ACT 1: GREYSTONE LANDING The crossbow bolt punched through the Val-an’s mainsail two handspans from where Alistair stood.

He froze. Watched canvas tear. Watched the bolt’s trajectory in perfect clarity, brain cataloging angle and wind speed and the exact distance to the foreign vessel anchored in Vale waters.

Warning shot, Lysander said. Not close enough to kill. Just close enough to threaten.

“BATTLE STATIONS!” Harrow’s bellow split the air before Alistair could speak. “ALL HANDS! DEFENSIVE POSITIONS!”

The deck exploded into controlled chaos. Sailors scrambling. Weapons appearing from nowhere. The peaceful whaling vessel transforming into something capable of war.

Alistair’s hand found the rail. Gripped tight enough that wood bit into flesh. The voices surged forward, all three speaking at once, arguing about response protocols and territorial law and exactly how much violence was justified.

Another bolt hissed past. Closer this time. Close enough that Alistair felt wind displacement against his cheek.

They’re ESCALATING, Torvin snarled. Trying to provoke retreat. Make us turn tail.

Or testing our resolve, Lysander countered. Seeing if the cursed lord will actually fight.

The foreign vessel sat low in the water. Dark gray hull. Twin masts. Black field with silver chevron cutting diagonally across the sails.

House Blackwood.

In Vale territorial waters. With full holds and hostile intent. “Harrow.” Alistair’s voice came out steady despite his heart trying to hammer through his ribs. “Return fire. Aim for their rigging. Show them we’re not running.”

“My lord…” Harrow hesitated. One second. Two. Reading Alistair’s face and whatever he saw there. “Aye, my lord.”

The Val-an’s crossbowmen returned fire. Four bolts streaking across the water. Two struck the Blackwood vessel’s mainmast. One tore through their foresail. The fourth missed entirely, splashing into waves.

Good, Torvin said with satisfaction. Now they know you’ll FIGHT.

A figure appeared at the Blackwood vessel’s rail. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Wearing captain’s colors and an expression that promised violence.

“LORD VALE.” The voice carried across water. “YOU FIRE ON A VESSEL IN DISTRESS?”

Liar, all three voices said in chorus.

“YOU FIRED FIRST,” Alistair called back. His voice didn’t shake. Torvin’s command underlay every syllable. “AND YOU’RE ANCHORED IN VALE TERRITORIAL WATERS WITH FULL HOLDS. CALL THAT DISTRESS IF YOU WANT. I CALL IT POACHING.”

The Blackwood captain…Morris, had to be Morris based on Lysander’s memories of House intelligence…stepped forward. Theatrical outrage playing across his features.

“WE’RE ENGAGED IN LEGITIMATE SALVAGE. FOUND A BEACHED WHALE THREE DAYS NORTH. YOUR ACCUSATION IS SLANDER, MY LORD.”

He’s stalling, Lysander observed. Waiting for something. Check his crew positions.

Alistair squinted. The Blackwood sailors were moving with purpose. Not panic. Not defensive preparation. Something else entirely.

They’re loading more crossbows, Torvin said flatly. Getting ready for volley fire. He wants you DEAD, boy. The realization hit like cold water. Morris wasn’t trying to negotiate. Wasn’t trying to retreat. He was positioning for murder.

Kill him first, Torvin urged. Right now. Order full assault before he gives the command.

That starts a war, Lysander countered. Blackwood won’t ignore their captain’s death.

He’ll start the war by killing Alistair, Torvin shot back. LOOK AT THEIR POSITIONS. This is an ambush dressed as diplomacy.

“Harrow,” Alistair said quietly. “Evasive maneuvers. Now. And get our men BELOW the rail line.”

The first mate didn’t question. Just bellowed orders that sent the Val-an into motion. The revolutionary Val-an design responding like something alive, turning with grace that made the Blackwood vessel look sluggish by comparison.

Crossbow bolts ripped through the space where they’d been. Six. Eight. A full volley that would have shredded the crew if Alistair had hesitated.

“RETURN FIRE,” Harrow roared. “AIM FOR THEIR CROSSBOWMEN. MAKE THEM KEEP THEIR HEADS DOWN.”

The Val-an’s response came fast. Disciplined. The six days at sea had forged this crew into something efficient and loyal despite their lord’s curse.

A Blackwood sailor screamed. Bolt through his shoulder. He fell, tumbling into water with a splash that made Alistair’s stomach clench.

First blood, Lysander observed. Yours. You drew it by ordering return fire.

He drew it by firing on us first, Torvin corrected. This is defense. Justified defense.

THE LAW WON’T SEE IT THAT WAY IF BLACKWOOD WINS, Rowaan murmured. HISTORY… WRITTEN… BY… SURVIVORS…

“Lord Vale!” Harrow’s voice cut through the chaos. “They’re coming about! They’re going to try ramming us!”

Alistair saw it. The Blackwood vessel turning. Slow but purposeful. Morris had committed to violence. Was willing to destroy both ships if it meant killing the cursed lord.

Let me help, Torvin said again. I’ve fought a hundred sea battles. I know how to win this. How to SURVIVE this.

It’s still erosion, Alistair thought. Still losing myself.

It’s survival, Torvin corrected. And right now, survival requires my experience. Let me drive. Let me FIGHT.

The invitation hung there. Not violent takeover. Offered assistance.

Alistair made the choice. “Yes,” he whispered.

The world shifted.

Not the violent seizure he’d experienced before. Not blackout and lost time. This was… smoother. Torvin flowing forward like water filling empty spaces. Alistair still present. Still conscious. But Torvin’s centuries of naval combat experience flooding through him.

His hands moved to the wheel. Not his movements. Torvin’s. But using his body with practiced ease that felt like dancing with a partner who knew every step.

“HARD TO PORT,” Alistair heard himself say in Torvin’s command voice. “QUARTER TURN. NOW.”

The Val-an responded. Revolutionary design singing as she cut through water at an angle that made the Blackwood ram attempt miss by three ship-lengths.

“CROSSBOWMEN,” Torvin said through Alistair’s throat. “TARGET THEIR RUDDER MECHANISM. CRIPPLE THEIR STEERING.”

The crew responded without question. Six bolts flying. Four struck home. The Blackwood vessel lurched, suddenly sluggish, steering compromised.

Beautiful, Lysander said with appreciation. I never gave you enough credit for tactical efficiency.

Just experience, Torvin replied. Three hundred years of knowing how ships move. How battles flow. How to WIN.

Alistair felt himself receding. Not gone. Not lost. But… passenger. Observer in his own body. Watching Torvin work through his hands and voice and strategic mind.

This is what it feels like, he thought. This is what it means to let them help.

And it WORKS, Torvin said. Look. We’re winning. We’re SURVIVING.

The Blackwood vessel was listing now. Steering damage forcing them to drop anchor or risk running aground. Morris visible at the rail, face twisted with rage and calculation.

“CAPTAIN MORRIS,” Torvin called through Alistair’s voice. “YOU’VE DEMONSTRATED HOSTILE INTENT. FIRED ON A VALE LORD IN VALE WATERS. YOU HAVE ONE MINUTE TO SIGNAL SURRENDER OR WE SINK YOU WHERE YOU SIT.”

The threat hung across the water. Absolute. Delivered with three hundred years of authority that expected compliance.

Morris’s shoulders slumped. Just slightly. Just enough.

A white flag appeared at the Blackwood vessel’s mast.

Victory, Lysander said with satisfaction.

Torvin pulled back. The sensation like water draining from Alistair’s consciousness. Sudden rush of full control returning. His hands on the wheel. His voice in his throat. His body his own again.

But the aftertaste remained. The memory of how GOOD it felt to have Torvin’s competence. How RIGHT it felt to let someone experienced handle the crisis.

DANGEROUS, Rowaan whispered. SO… DANGEROUS… EVERY TIME… YOU INVITE THEM… THEY LEARN… HOW TO STAY… LONGER… Alistair’s right palm burned.

He looked down. The spiral scar was smoking. Not metaphor. Actual thin wisps of vapor rising from flesh that suddenly felt like it was being branded from the inside.

A new scar was forming.

He watched it happen. Watched skin split without blood. Watched the pattern etch itself into his palm in geometric precision that suggested conscious design. A ninth mark. Another scar claiming flesh that used to be entirely his.

“My lord?” Harrow’s voice seemed distant. “Are you…”

The pain hit.

Not physical pain. Something worse. Something that bypassed nerve endings entirely and went straight to the part of consciousness that defined self.

A presence was waking.

Not the violent emergence of Torvin or the contemptuous arrival of Lysander. This felt… softer. But no less invasive. Like someone gently pushing their way into a room that was already too crowded.

OH NO, Rowaan whispered. ANOTHER… ONE… WAKING…

Who? Alistair thought through the pain.

I… THINK… I KNOW… Rowaan said. THE VOICE… SIGNATURE… FAMILIAR… CASSIUS… YOUR GREAT-GREAT-GRANDFATHER… THE SAILOR…

The new presence solidified. Taking shape in the crowded landscape of Alistair’s mind. And with it came MEMORIES that weren’t his.

Sailing. Ocean wind. The smell of salt and tar. A woman’s laugh. Children’s voices. A life lived entirely at sea. A death by drowning, peaceful, slipping beneath waves at age seventy-three, content.

Hello? The new voice was uncertain. Tentative. WHERE AM I? WHAT’S…OH. OH NO. IS THIS…AM I INSIDE SOMEONE?

Yes, Lysander said flatly. You’re inside your great-great-grandson. Welcome to hell, Cassius. Population now four.

But I’m DEAD, Cassius said, panic rising. I DROWNED. I REMEMBER DROWNING. I REMEMBER PEACE. WHY AM I HERE? WHY AM I CONSCIOUS?

Salt Communion, Torvin said. Alistair ate his father’s heart. Triggered the family curse. We ALL woke up. All twenty generations. You’re just fourth in line.

Alistair sank to his knees. The deck was hard beneath him but he barely felt it through the sensation of a fourth distinct consciousness settling into his skull like a new tenant moving into an already overcrowded house.

Four voices now. Four distinct personalities. Four sets of memories and opinions and needs.

And more still sleeping beneath consciousness. Fifth voice. Sixth. Seventh. Twenty generations queuing for expression in one finite mind.

“Get him below deck,” Harrow was saying. “Carefully. He’s having another episode.”

Hands on his arms. Sailors lifting him. Carrying him. Alistair let them. Too focused on the new voice to care about his body.

I DON’T WANT THIS, Cassius was saying. I DON’T WANT TO BE AWAKE. I HAD PEACE. I HAD REST. LET ME GO BACK.

You can’t go back, Lysander said with something almost like sympathy. None of us can. We’re bound to this. Bound to HIM. Until he dies or breaks completely.

This is monstrous, Cassius said. WHO DESIGNED THIS? WHAT KIND OF CURSE FORCES DEAD MEN TO LIVE INSIDE THEIR DESCENDANTS?

They carried him below deck. Laid him in his cabin. Alistair barely registered the transition. Too overwhelmed by the new presence demanding space in an already overcrowded skull.

Cassius was… different. Not hostile like Lysander or martial like Torvin. He felt almost apologetic about existing. But he was THERE. Solid. Real. A fourth distinct voice adding to the chorus.

I’m sorry, Cassius kept saying. I DON’T MEAN TO BE HERE. I DON’T MEAN TO INTRUDE.

None of us MEAN to be here, Lysander said. But here we are. Might as well make the best of it.

The ship rocked. Ocean swells beneath them. The familiar rhythm usually soothed Alistair but now it just triggered MORE memories. Cassius’s memories. Forty years of sailing flooding through Alistair’s consciousness.

How many more? Alistair thought. How many more voices before there’s nothing left of me?

SIXTEEN, Rowaan said quietly. SIXTEEN… MORE… WAITING… TO WAKE…

The cabin door opened. Harrow’s weathered face appeared.

“My lord. Blackwood’s signaling retreat. Morris is pulling his vessel out of Vale waters. We… won.”

Did we? Alistair thought. Or did Torvin win while I watched?

Does it matter? Lysander asked. Victory is victory regardless of whose hands achieved it.

“Good,” Alistair managed. “Stand down from battle stations. Set course for home.”

“Aye, my lord.” Harrow hesitated. “You… you fought well up there. The crew’s talking about it. Saying you sail like your grandfather. Like you were born to command.”

Because I was my grandfather for those five minutes, Alistair thought. Because tactical possession means they get to use my body like a puppet.

“Thank them for their service,” he said aloud. “Six days at sea with a cursed lord. They’ve earned hazard pay.”

Harrow smiled faintly. “They’ll be glad to hear it, my lord.” The door closed.

Alistair lay on his bunk. Four voices arguing in his head about Blackwood and territorial sovereignty and what this confrontation would mean for Vale’s standing.

And beneath them all, sixteen more voices sleeping. Waiting their turn.

The scar on his right palm throbbed. Nine marks now. The count climbing.

Four ancestors. Four voices. Four distinct personalities demanding space.

How long until I become them completely? he thought. How long until “Alistair” is just a title they take turns wearing?

No answer came. Even the voices knew that question had no good response.



The Val-an sailed south toward home through two days of fair weather. Alistair spent most of the journey in his cabin, trying to adjust to the new presence in his mind.

Cassius was enthusiastic about ships. About sailing. About ocean currents and wind patterns and every technical aspect of nautical navigation. He offered constant commentary on how Harrow was handling the vessel, suggestions for optimizing their heading, corrections to their sail configuration.

HE’S A COMPETENT SAILOR, Cassius said of Harrow. BUT HE’S MISSING THE SOUTHWEST CURRENT. IF YOU ANGLED TWO DEGREES STARBOARD WE’D PICK UP THREE KNOTS.

Alistair didn’t relay the suggestion. Didn’t want to undermine Harrow’s authority. Didn’t want to NEED ancestral knowledge for basic sailing.

But Cassius’s voice persisted. Helpful. Well-meaning. And utterly exhausting in its relentless helpfulness.

This is what Team Biscuit means, isn’t it? Alistair thought. Ancestors who genuinely try to help but make things worse through sheer VOLUME.

EXACTLY, Lysander said with dark amusement. Cassius won’t mock you or abuse you. He’ll just HELP you to death. Every waking moment. Every decision. Every tiny choice will have his cheerful commentary attached.

At least I’m NICE about it, Cassius protested. Unlike you bastards who offer truth wrapped in contempt.

The voices argued. Alistair tried to sleep.

He failed.





ACT 2: HOMECOMING

Castle Vale appeared on the southern horizon on evening of the second day. Torches burning against darkness. Home.

Except home now meant Corwin’s nightmares and Elena’s worried surveillance and a council that watched him like a cursed experiment that might explode at any moment.

Still home, though. For whatever that was worth.

The docks were crowded when they arrived. Word had spread somehow…probably by fast rider from coastal settlements who’d spotted four whaling vessels heading south with deep-riding hulls. By the time the Val-an glided through Castle Vale’s harbor mouth, half the territory seemed to be waiting. Merchants clustered near the berthing posts, eyes calculating cargo value. Minor nobles stood in deliberate visibility, reminding everyone they’d been loyal while their lord sailed north. Common folk pressed against warehouse walls, curious about the cursed lord who’d returned from hunting waters that killed most crews. And there, descending the steep castle path with careful precision, a figure in dark green moving through torch-lit evening. Elena. She’ll see it immediately, Lysander observed. The changes. You left looking like yourself. You’re returning looking like Torvin. Alistair’s hands tightened on the wheel. Six days. Six days and his face had sharpened into his grandfather’s features. Six days and his voice dropped into wrong registers without prompting. Six days and he’d added another consciousness to the collection screaming in his skull. STEADY, Cassius said gently. ONE CRISIS AT A TIME. DOCK FIRST. FAMILY SECOND. POLITICS THIRD. The Val-an kissed her berth with barely a shudder…Cassius’s expertise making the maneuver look effortless. Sailors leaped to secure lines. The crowd surged forward. “Make way!” Harrow’s bellow cut through dock noise. “Cargo assessment first. Gawkers can gawk AFTER we’ve inventoried what we brought home.” Alistair descended the gangplank. His boots hit stone and the world felt strange…solid ground after six days of shifting deck, stationary earth after constant motion. The voices were louder here too. Castle Vale’s stones remembered generations of dead lords. Every surface held echoes. “Lord Vale.” A merchant…Rothgar, Master of the Whalers’ Guild…approached with the calculating deference of someone smelling profit. “Impressive voyage. Might I assess your catch? Purely professional curiosity, you understand.” “Four hundred and thirty-seven barrels,” Alistair said. “Plus bone…major pieces and sections suitable for carving. Conservative estimate puts total value around twelve thousand gold.” Rothgar’s weathered face went carefully blank. The kind of blank that meant someone was rapidly recalculating everything they thought they knew. “Twelve thousand,” he repeated. “From one voyage. That’s…” “Revolutionary,” another merchant finished. “If your Val-an design can produce those numbers consistently, every house in the territory will want ships built to your specifications.” THERE’S your economic victory, Lysander said with satisfaction. Visible proof that innovation beats tradition. BUT ECONOMIC SUCCESS DOESN’T ERASE THE CURSE, Rowaan murmured. DOESN’T… MAKE YOU… LESS… POSSESSED… Alistair saw Elena reach the docks. Saw her pause when she spotted him…brief hesitation that might have been nothing or might have been everything. Then she continued forward, moving through the crowd with the natural authority of Castle Vale’s lady. She’d changed in six days too. Or maybe he was just seeing her differently through four sets of ancestral eyes. The same Elena, but worn thinner. Watching for something she was afraid to name. How long before she stops recognizing me at all? Alistair thought. How long before whatever looks back through my eyes is no one she ever chose? SIX MONTHS, Cassius supplied. GIVE OR TAKE. PLENTY OF TIME TO FIGURE OUT CURSE MANAGEMENT BEFORE THE BABY ARRIVES. Plenty of time to die, Torvin corrected. Elena reached him. Her eyes swept over his face with the practiced assessment of someone cataloging changes. What did she see? Her husband? Her husband’s grandfather? Some hybrid creature wearing familiar skin? “Welcome home,” she said. Voice steady. Public mask firmly in place. “I see the voyage was successful.” “Twelve thousand gold successful,” Alistair replied. Keeping his own voice level. Playing the scene. “Plus proof that Val-an design works exactly as promised. We’ll have every merchant house requesting ship contracts within the week.” “Assuming they’re comfortable doing business with a cursed lord,” Elena said quietly. Not quite loud enough for the crowd to hear. Just loud enough for him to understand what they’d be facing. A small figure appeared behind Elena. Five years old, wearing blue, clutching his mother’s skirt with the desperate grip of a child in an overwhelming crowd. Corwin. Alistair’s chest tightened. He’d promised his son a whale tooth. Promised to return. Promised to still be Papa when he came home. He crouched down…bringing himself to Corwin’s eye level…and reached into his coat pocket. The ivory was smooth and cool against his palm. Two feet of polished white curved slightly at the tip, cleaned carefully during the voyage home. “I made you a promise,” Alistair said. Keeping his voice gentle. Trying to sound like himself rather than the dead men riding his thoughts. “Do you remember?” Corwin nodded. Eyes huge in his small face. Alistair held out the tooth. “From a gray whale. Sixty years old. The sailors said it was the oldest whale they’d ever seen. And it’s yours now. Proof that Papa keeps his promises.” Corwin stared at the ivory. Reached out slowly, tiny fingers touching its surface with wonder. Then his gaze lifted to Alistair’s face… And pure terror flooded those young features. The boy jerked back. Grabbed Elena’s skirt tighter. Made a sound that wasn’t quite a scream but conveyed absolute fear. “You’re not Papa,” Corwin whispered. “You don’t look like Papa anymore.” The words hit like a harpoon to the chest. Alistair stayed crouched. Stayed still. Watching his five-year-old son recoil from him like he was something monstrous. Because you ARE something monstrous, Lysander said quietly. The boy’s not wrong. He looks like me now, Torvin added. And Corwin’s heard the stories. Heard how I was. What I became. He’s seeing his grandfather’s ghost wearing his father’s clothes. Alistair… Rowaan’s voice held grief. The… child… is… terrified… I KNOW, Cassius said gently. I KNOW HOW MUCH THIS HURTS. BUT YOU CAN’T FORCE IT. LET HIM PROCESS. LET ELENA HANDLE IT. Elena’s hand came down on Corwin’s shoulder…protective, instinctive, choosing her child’s comfort over her husband’s feelings. As she should. As any mother would. “It’s alright,” she told Corwin. Voice soft. “Papa’s just… tired from the voyage. He looks different because he’s been working hard.” “His face is wrong,” Corwin insisted. “His eyes are wrong. He talks like Grandfather.” Because he IS Grandfather, partially, Lysander said. Boy’s more perceptive than we gave him credit for. Alistair rose slowly. The whale tooth dangled from his hand…promise kept, gift rejected, proof that economic success meant nothing when your own son feared you. “Perhaps…” Elena’s voice carefully neutral. “Perhaps Corwin should take the tooth to his room. Look at it in better light. When things are calmer.” Translation: when you’re not standing there looking like a dead man, Torvin supplied. Alistair held out the tooth to Elena. She took it…fingers brushing his briefly, connection that felt more like goodbye than greeting. “I’ll make sure he understands,” Elena said quietly. “That you kept your promise. That you’re still his father. That the changes are… temporary.” But they both knew she was lying. The changes weren’t temporary. Alistair Vale was dying inch by inch, day by day, replaced by ancestral consciousnesses that wore his face and spoke with his voice and would eventually erase him completely. Corwin pressed against his mother’s side. Wouldn’t look at Alistair anymore. Just stared at the ivory tooth with wonder and terror mixing in equal measure. YOUR SON IS AFRAID OF YOU, Rowaan whispered. YOUR… WIFE… GRIEVES… YOU… YOUR… HOUSE… CELEBRATES… ECONOMIC… VICTORY… WHILE… YOU… DIE… “My lord.” Harrow’s voice…grateful interruption. “Cargo master needs your signature on the inventory ledgers. And there’s a… situation developing near the main warehouse.” Alistair turned. Saw what Harrow meant. A cluster of minor nobles gathering near the warehouse entrance. Merchant Council members. And at their center, arms crossed with theatrical patience, Lord Brynmor wearing an expression of calculated concern that promised trouble. Of course, Lysander said. He’s been waiting for this moment. Preparing his next move. “What does he want?” Alistair asked. “Didn’t say, my lord. Just mentioned he had ‘concerns to discuss’ about the voyage. About your… condition.” Harrow’s weathered face showed worry. “He’s got Lord Gareth with him too. Grey River. The one your father had the water rights dispute with last year.” Gareth, Torvin said with contempt. Weak lord, weaker spine. Brynmor probably promised him something if he’d provide testimony about Vale instability. THIS IS A TRAP, Rowaan warned. POLITICAL… AMBUSH… WHILE YOU’RE… VULNERABLE… THEN WE SPRING IT ON OUR TERMS, Cassius said. FACE IT HEAD-ON. SHOW STRENGTH EVEN IF YOU’RE BLEEDING INTERNALLY. Elena had moved closer. Close enough to speak without the crowd hearing. “He’s been gathering witnesses,” she said quietly. “For six days he’s been building a case. Claims you’re unfit to rule. That the curse makes you dangerous. That the territory needs… protection.” “Protection,” Alistair repeated. “He means regency.” “He means to take everything we’ve built,” Elena corrected. “Economic success won’t matter if he can prove you’re mad. And after six days of me deflecting questions about why you look like Torvin now…” She didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. Alistair looked at his wife. At his son hiding behind her skirts. At the warehouse where Brynmor waited with political knives sharpened. Four voices in his head. Seven scars on his flesh. One son who feared him. One wife grieving the husband she was losing. And twelve thousand gold worth of whale oil proving absolutely nothing about whether he could still rule. “Tell Brynmor I’ll see him in the great hall,” Alistair said. “One hour. He wants to discuss my condition? Fine. We’ll discuss it publicly. With the full Merchant Council present.” Bold move, Lysander approved. Dangerous move, Torvin countered. NECESSARY MOVE, Rowaan added. CANNOT… AVOID… CONFRONTATION… FOREVER… GOOD, Cassius said. FACE IT STANDING UP. THEY WANT TO SEE A MAD LORD? SHOW THEM A LORD WHO’S STILL IN CONTROL DESPITE THE MADNESS. Elena studied his face. Reading the determination there. The resignation. The stubborn refusal to surrender even when surrounded. “I’ll prepare the hall,” she said finally. “And I’ll prepare arguments. Because if Brynmor thinks he’s taking this house without a fight, he’s about to discover exactly how wrong he is.” She turned, guiding Corwin back toward the castle. The boy glanced back once…brief look at the father he no longer recognized…then disappeared into the crowd. Alistair stood on Castle Vale’s docks. Surrounded by celebrating sailors, calculating merchants, and gathering political enemies. Welcome home, the ancestors whispered. Now let’s see if you can keep it.### ACT 3: THE GARETH INCIDENT Alistair had thirty minutes before the hall meeting. He used twenty of them to wash six days of salt and blood from his skin. Used five more to change into formal attire…dark blue velvet with silver thread, House Vale colors, the kind of clothing that announced lordship regardless of whose face wore it. Used the final five standing in his private chambers, staring at a reflection that looked more like Torvin with every passing hour. The changes were undeniable now. Sharper jawline. Colder eyes. Even his posture had shifted…straighter, more aggressive, the way Torvin had stood when delivering judgments. You look like me now, Torvin observed. Less Alistair every hour. Is that supposed to be comforting? Alistair thought. It’s supposed to be realistic. This is what the curse does. This is what accepting our help COSTS. Then maybe I should stop accepting help, Alistair said. TOO LATE FOR THAT, Cassius said gently. WE’RE HERE NOW. ALL FOUR OF US. AND MORE ARE STIRRING BENEATH. YOU FEEL THEM, DON’T YOU? THE OTHERS WAITING TO WAKE? Alistair did feel them. Presences hovering at the edge of consciousness…not voices yet, but potential voices. Ancestors queued up like sailors waiting for shore leave, each one another step toward complete erasure. How many voices can one man hold before there’s no man left? YOU’LL FIND OUT, Lysander said. Whether you want to or not. A knock at the door. Elena’s voice. “They’re gathering. Brynmor’s brought half the Merchant Council. And Gareth’s already making speeches about ‘concerns for territorial stability.’” Alistair opened the door. Elena had changed too…formal gown in deep green, hair arranged in the style she wore for political warfare. She looked magnificent and terrified in equal measure. “How bad?” he asked. “Survivable. Barely.” She stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Privacy for the brutal honesty only wives could deliver. “Brynmor’s been building this case for weeks. Every incident, every transformation, every time you’ve spoken with your grandfather’s voice. He’s documented it all. And now he’s got witnesses ready to testify that you’re becoming exactly what your father became.” “Mad,” Alistair said flatly. “Possessed,” Elena corrected. “Which is worse. Mad lords can be managed. Possessed lords are unpredictable. Dangerous. A threat to everyone around them.” SHE’S NOT WRONG, Rowaan murmured. YOU… ARE… DANGEROUS… NOW… “I killed a whale,” Alistair said. “Brought home twelve thousand gold. Proved the Val-an design works. Created an entire industry that will sustain this territory for generations. That should count for something.” “It does count,” Elena agreed. “It counts enough that you’re not already in chains. But Brynmor’s argument is simple…what good is economic genius if the lord providing it loses control during a critical moment? What happens when you’re negotiating with foreign houses and Torvin takes over? What happens when Corwin needs his father and gets his grandfather instead?” What happens when the voices decide they want permanent control? Lysander added. When they stop asking permission and simply TAKE? Alistair’s right palm burned. The spiral scar pulsing with each heartbeat. Seven scars now. Seven ancestral memories carved into his flesh. How many more before the transformation completed? Elena’s hand touched his face…gentle contact, studying features that used to be familiar. “I can fight for you,” she said quietly. “I can argue that you’re still competent. Still leading effectively. Still the lord this territory needs. But you have to help me. You have to stay IN CONTROL during this meeting. Can you do that?” Can you? Alistair asked the voices. Depends on what happens, Torvin said. If Gareth starts talking about the water rights dispute, if he invokes my name as weapon… You’ll take over, Alistair finished. Like you did on the ship. PROBABLY, Torvin admitted. THAT PARTICULAR WOUND STILL BLEEDS. GARETH HUMILIATED ME DURING THOSE NEGOTIATIONS. MADE ME LOOK WEAK IN FRONT OF THE COUNCIL. I’VE BEEN WANTING PAYBACK FOR THIRTY YEARS. “I’ll try,” Alistair told Elena. Knowing it was inadequate. Knowing that “trying” meant nothing when dead men controlled his hands. Elena’s expression showed she understood exactly how hollow that promise was. But she nodded anyway. “Then let’s go. And remember…I’m fighting for you. But I need you to fight too.” They descended to the great hall together. Husband and wife. Lord and lady. Two people watching each other die slowly while pretending everything was survivable. The great hall was packed. Not just Merchant Council…minor lords, guild masters, ship captains, anyone with enough influence to witness what would either be Lord Vale’s vindication or his political execution. Torches burned in wall sconces. The ancient stone absorbed firelight and threw back shadows that looked like ancestral disapproval. Brynmor stood near the lord’s chair…calculated positioning that suggested he already considered himself the authority here. Lord Gareth hovered beside him, older man with weak chin and weaker spine, wearing an expression of manufactured concern. “Lord Vale,” Brynmor said as Alistair entered. Voice carrying across the hall with practiced projection. “Thank you for agreeing to this discussion. I know you must be exhausted from your voyage. But given recent events, the Council felt certain matters couldn’t wait.” Political theater, Lysander observed. He’s framing this as concern when it’s really assassination. Alistair moved to his chair…the high seat where twenty generations of Vale lords had dispensed justice and made pronouncements. The wood was worn smooth by ancestral hands. Torvin’s hands. Lysander’s hands. Rowaan’s hands stretching back through centuries. He sat. Elena positioned herself to his right…not subservient, but supportive. Ready to intervene if needed. “What matters?” Alistair asked. Keeping his voice level. His own voice, not Torvin’s or Lysander’s or any of the dead men clamoring for expression. “Your fitness to rule,” Brynmor said bluntly. “Lord Vale, no one disputes your economic achievements. The whaling voyage was successful. Your ship design is revolutionary. But success in one area doesn’t guarantee competence in others.” Here it comes, Torvin muttered. “You want to know if I’m possessed,” Alistair said. “If the Vale curse has progressed to the point where I’m a danger to the territory. You want witnesses to testify about changes they’ve observed. About voices I hear. About scars that appear from nowhere.” Brynmor’s expression flickered…surprise that Alistair was being direct rather than defensive. “Yes. Exactly that.” “Then let’s not waste time with diplomatic phrasing.” Alistair looked at the assembled lords and merchants. “Yes, I hear voices. Three clearly now…my father Lysander, my grandfather Torvin, and someone older. Rowaan, the First Lord. They comment constantly. Argue constantly. Sometimes they guide my actions. Sometimes they try to take over entirely.” Gasps rippled through the crowd. Even Brynmor seemed surprised by the stark admission. “The scars appear regularly,” Alistair continued. “Seven so far. Each one representing an ancestral memory carved into my flesh. I feel them burn as they form. And yes, my appearance is changing. I look more like my grandfather with every passing day.” DON’T, Cassius warned. DON’T GIVE THEM EVERYTHING. LEAVE SOME DIGNITY INTACT. But Elena had said honesty might be the only weapon that worked. If he hid the curse, Brynmor would expose it piece by piece. If he admitted it openly, he controlled the narrative. “But here’s what else is true,” Alistair said. “Despite the voices, I still lead. Despite the changes, I still make decisions. I brought home twelve thousand gold. I designed ships that work. I faced down a Blackwood vessel in Vale waters and made them retreat without bloodshed. So yes, I’m cursed. Yes, I’m transforming. But I’m also still RULING.” Brilliant, Lysander admitted grudgingly. Turn their weapon into your shield. Elena’s hand touched his briefly…approval, relief, partnership. And then Lord Gareth stepped forward. “With respect, Lord Vale,” the older man said, voice quavering with manufactured concern. “You speak of leadership. But I remember your father. I remember how Lord Lysander spoke of leadership too. Right up until the day he tried to kill a servant for bringing cold soup.” Don’t, Alistair thought. Don’t invoke his name. Don’t make this about old grudges. “Lord Lysander was a cautionary tale,” Gareth continued. “A warning about what happens when the Vale curse progresses unchecked. And I see the same patterns in you. The same changes. The same…” “The same what?” Alistair interrupted. Feeling Lysander stir. Feeling old anger rise like bile. “The same strength? The same refusal to let weak lords dictate policy?” THAT’S NOT YOU TALKING, Rowaan warned. THAT’S… LYSANDER… PUSHING… THROUGH… “I remember our water rights dispute,” Gareth said. Voice gaining confidence now, sensing blood in the water. “Your father and I negotiated for weeks. He made agreements. Shook hands. Then reversed everything the next day, claiming his grandfather told him different terms were required. He couldn’t be trusted. His word meant nothing because he had voices overruling his judgment.” THAT’S A LIE, Lysander roared. I HONORED EVERY AGREEMENT. GARETH TRIED TO CHEAT, TRIED TO CLAIM TRIBUTARY RIGHTS HE’D NEVER NEGOTIATED FOR, AND WHEN I CALLED HIM ON IT HE RAN CRYING TO THE COUNCIL. “My father honored his agreements,” Alistair said. Lysander’s anger bleeding into his tone. “You tried to add terms after negotiations concluded. You tried to cheat.” “See?” Gareth turned to the Council, playing to his audience. “He defends Lysander’s madness. Speaks with Lysander’s voice. He’s even standing like Lysander used to…” YOU WANT TO SEE LYSANDER? Lysander snarled. I’LL SHOW YOU LYSANDER. No, Alistair thought. Don’t. Stay back. I can handle… But Lysander wasn’t listening. And then Torvin surged forward too, drawn by old grievances and older anger. YOU HUMILIATED ME, Torvin said. DURING THOSE WATER NEGOTIATIONS. MADE ME LOOK WEAK. MADE VALE LOOK WEAK. I’VE BEEN WAITING THIRTY YEARS TO RETURN THAT FAVOR. BOTH OF THEM, Rowaan whispered with HORROR. BOTH… PUSHING… AT… ONCE… Alistair felt control slipping. Felt his consciousness shoved aside like furniture being rearranged. Felt Torvin take his hands, Lysander take his voice, two dead lords fighting for dominance while Alistair became passenger in his own body. His vision narrowed. Focused on Gareth with predatory intensity. The great hall went silent. “You dare,” Torvin said through Alistair’s mouth. Voice dropping into registers that hadn’t been used in thirty years. “You DARE invoke my son’s name as weapon? You dare suggest Vale cannot be trusted?” Alistair screamed internally. Fought against the possession. But it was like fighting ocean current…overwhelming force that simply swept resistance aside. NO, Cassius said urgently. ALISTAIR, FIGHT. DON’T LET THEM… Too late. Torvin moved Alistair’s legs. Walked him down from the lord’s chair with predatory grace, the body finding a stance it hadn’t used in thirty years. Lysander had the voice. “You’re a coward, Gareth,” Lysander said through Alistair’s mouth. Contempt stripped bare, no political varnish. “Always have been. Hiding behind protocol and procedure because you’re too weak to lead through strength.” Gareth backed up. Real fear replacing manufactured concern. “Lord Vale, you’re not yourself…” “I’M MORE MYSELF THAN I’VE BEEN IN YEARS,” Torvin snarled. A guard stood nearby…young man wearing Vale colors, ceremonial sword at his hip. Torvin moved Alistair’s hand, pulled the blade from its scabbard with practiced ease. OH GODS, Rowaan whispered. HE’S… GOING… TO… “KNEEL,” Torvin commanded. The great hall erupted. Lords shouting. Guards moving forward. Elena’s voice cutting through chaos: “ALISTAIR, STOP…” But it wasn’t Alistair anymore. Torvin pressed the sword tip against Gareth’s chest…not breaking skin, but close enough that one forward step would draw blood. The older lord went white with terror. “KNEEL,” Torvin repeated. “Kneel and apologize for invoking my son’s name as weapon. Kneel and admit you tried to cheat during water rights negotiations. Kneel and acknowledge that Vale has NEVER been the weaker house.” This is madness, Lysander observed. Even for you, this is too far. HE HUMILIATED ME, Torvin said. MADE ME LOOK WEAK. I WANT PAYBACK. YOU’RE DESTROYING EVERYTHING, Rowaan said. ALL… THE… ECONOMIC… VICTORY… ALL… THE… CREW… LOYALTY… DESTROYED… IN… ONE… MOMENT… Gareth was sinking to his knees now…not from agreement, but from the sword pressing his chest. Terror making him comply with demands no sane lord would make. “I apologize,” Gareth whispered. “I apologize for… for whatever offense I gave…” SAY IT PROPERLY, Torvin demanded. SAY THAT VALE IS STRONGER. THAT VALE LEADS. THAT VALE… ENOUGH. The word came from somewhere deep. Not Alistair’s consciousness…that was shoved too far aside. Not any of the voices currently screaming arguments. This was something else. Something OLDER. And with sudden shocking force, Torvin was yanked backward. Lysander too. Both of them shoved aside by presence that made them feel like children playing at lordship. ENOUGH, the ancient voice repeated. RELEASE… THE BOY… NOW. Rowaan? Alistair thought. Was that you? NOT… EXACTLY… ME… Rowaan said slowly. BUT… YES… PART… OF ME… THE… OLDEST… PART… THE… PART… THAT… REMEMBERS… HOW… TO… COMMAND… The sword clattered to stone floor. Alistair crashed back into his own body…sudden, violent, like being thrown against rocks. He staggered. Would have fallen if Elena hadn’t grabbed his arm. The great hall was chaos. Gareth was on his knees, crying. Brynmor was already moving toward the exit, probably to file formal complaints with regional authority. Lords and merchants were making warding signs, backing toward doors, deciding that watching their lord’s madness was less appealing than surviving to tell the tale. “I…” Alistair’s voice came out hoarse. Wrong. “I didn’t… that wasn’t…” But it WAS you, Lysander said quietly. We’re all you now. When we act, you act. When we speak, you speak. You can’t separate yourself from us anymore. Elena’s grip on his arm was iron. “We need to leave. Now. Before someone does something stupid.” “Lord Vale just held a sword to a visiting lord’s throat,” someone said from the crowd. “I’d say we’re well past stupid.” Alistair looked at Gareth…still kneeling, still terrified, robes stained where he’d lost control of his bladder. An old man humiliated in front of his peers by a possessed lord who couldn’t control his own ancestors. This is what you are now, Lysander said. This is what you’ve BECOME. Economic victory doesn’t matter, Torvin added, if you can’t control yourself for five minutes. I’M SORRY, Rowaan whispered. COULDN’T… STOP… THEM… SOONER… TOO… WEAK… STILL… YOU DID WHAT YOU COULD, Cassius said gently. BUT THE DAMAGE IS DONE. NOW WE DEAL WITH CONSEQUENCES. Elena was already pulling Alistair toward the side entrance. Moving fast. Getting him out before the situation deteriorated further. “Council will convene tomorrow,” Brynmor announced from the hall entrance. Voice carrying with damning finality. “To discuss regency measures. For the safety of House Vale and the territory it serves.” The door closed behind them. The great hall’s chaos muffled to distant noise. And Alistair stood in the cold corridor with four voices screaming in his head and his wife’s terrified face staring at what her husband had become. “That,” Elena said quietly, “was a disaster.” Yes, all four ancestors agreed in chorus. Yes, it was.### ACT 4: THE INQUIRY The emergency Council session convened at dawn. Alistair hadn’t slept. Couldn’t sleep. The silver draught was running low and even tripled doses barely dulled the voices anymore. Four consciousnesses arguing constantly, debating the disaster, proposing solutions that ranged from tactical to suicidal. WE COULD FLEE, Cassius suggested. TAKE ELENA AND CORWIN, SAIL NORTH, START OVER SOMEWHERE THE CURSE ISN’T KNOWN. Run from responsibility? Torvin said with contempt. Abandon the territory? That’s coward’s logic. Better than staying to watch Brynmor claim everything we’ve built, Lysander countered. NO… RUNNING… Rowaan murmured. MUST… FACE… CONSEQUENCES… MUST… TRY… TO… SALVAGE… Alistair sat in his chambers wearing formal attire that felt like funeral clothes. Dark blue velvet. Silver thread. House Vale colors for what might be House Vale’s final official act under his lordship. Elena entered without knocking. She’d been awake all night too…he could see it in the shadows under her eyes, the tension in her shoulders. But she moved with purpose. With deadly focus. “I’ve prepared arguments,” she said. No greeting. No comfort. Just business. “Brynmor will call for immediate regency based on last night’s incident. He’ll have witnesses. He’ll have Gareth’s testimony. He’ll paint you as unstable, dangerous, exactly what your father became.” “He’s not wrong,” Alistair said quietly. “He’s POLITICALLY wrong,” Elena corrected. Steel entering her voice. “Which is different from factually wrong. And if you’re going to give up, if you’re going to hand him this victory, then tell me now so I can start protecting Corwin’s inheritance instead of wasting time on you.” The words hit like a slap. She means it, Lysander observed. She’s already calculating worst-case scenarios. Planning for your failure. As she should, Torvin said. Smart woman. Practical. “I’m not giving up,” Alistair said. “Then ACT like it.” Elena moved closer. “Today you sit in that council chamber and you let ME fight. You stay silent unless directly questioned. You do NOT let your ancestors speak. You do NOT draw weapons. You do NOT give Brynmor any more ammunition. Can you do that?” Can we? Alistair asked the voices. Depends what happens, Lysander said. PROBABLY NOT, Torvin admitted. IF THEY START TALKING ABOUT REGENCY, ABOUT TAKING WHAT’S OURS… Then I’ll fight you, Alistair said. I’ll fight ALL of you. Because Elena’s right…we can’t afford another disaster. Silence from the ancestors. Then Cassius spoke, voice gentle. WE’LL TRY, BOY. WE’LL TRY TO STAY QUIET. BUT YOU NEED TO UNDERSTAND…THE MORE VOICES THAT WAKE, THE HARDER CONTROL BECOMES. THERE ARE OTHERS STIRRING NOW. FIFTH VOICE. SIXTH VOICE. THEY’RE COMING WHETHER YOU WANT THEM OR NOT. How long? Alistair thought. How long until there are so many voices that I disappear completely? WEEKS, Cassius said honestly. MAYBE A MONTH. YOU’RE ACCELERATING FASTER THAN ANY VALE IN RECORDED HISTORY. Because I keep accepting help, Alistair realized. Every time I let you guide my hands, every time I use your knowledge, I lose more of myself. YES, all four voices agreed. Elena was watching him. Reading the internal conversation from his expression. “They’re talking to you right now, aren’t they?” “Four of them,” Alistair confirmed. “Arguing about control. About how long I have left before they erase me completely.” Something flickered across Elena’s face…grief, quickly suppressed. Then her mask returned. Political armor for political warfare. “Then let’s make sure your remaining time isn’t spent in chains,” she said. “Come. The Council is gathering. And I have a case to make.” The council chamber was smaller than the great hall but infinitely more oppressive. Stone walls absorbed sound. No windows meant no natural light…just torches throwing shadows that looked like judgment made manifest. The Merchant Council occupied their traditional seats…seven lords representing major houses, three guild masters for common interests. At the head sat Lord Cyrus, eldest member, tasked with maintaining order during proceedings that would determine whether House Vale kept its sovereignty. Brynmor sat opposite Alistair, wearing an expression of professional concern that barely masked triumph. Lord Gareth occupied the witness seat, still pale from last night’s humiliation. And Elena stood…not sat…at Alistair’s right hand. Ready. “This emergency session is convened,” Lord Cyrus announced, voice carrying the weight of forty years of legal proceedings. “To address concerns regarding Lord Alistair Vale’s fitness to rule. Lord Brynmor, you called this inquiry. State your case.” Brynmor rose. Smooth. Practiced. Every word calculated for maximum impact. “My lords, I take no pleasure in this action. House Vale has served this territory with distinction for twenty generations. But distinction in the past doesn’t guarantee competence in the present. And I’m here to argue…respectfully but firmly…that Lord Alistair Vale has become a danger to himself and to those he governs.” Here we go, Lysander muttered. Brynmor began pacing…theatrical movement designed to draw attention. “Lord Vale himself admits he hears voices. Three distinct ancestral consciousnesses that argue constantly. That guide his actions. That sometimes take control entirely. Last night, we ALL witnessed what that looks like.” He gestured toward Gareth. “A visiting lord, here for legitimate Council business, was held at sword-point. Forced to kneel. Humiliated in front of his peers. And Lord Vale claims he couldn’t stop it. That his grandfather took control. That he was PASSENGER in his own body.” The Council members shifted uncomfortably. Several made subtle warding signs. “If Lord Vale cannot control his own actions,” Brynmor continued, “how can he control a territory? If ancestral voices override his judgment, whose judgment are we following? Lord Alistair’s? Or the collective whims of twenty dead men who might decide policy based on centuries-old grudges?” It’s a good argument, Torvin admitted grudgingly. Tactically sound. “The economic success is noted,” Brynmor said. “Twelve thousand gold from one voyage. Revolutionary ship design. These are admirable achievements. But they don’t address the fundamental question: can Lord Vale govern safely? Can he negotiate with foreign houses without his ancestors starting wars? Can he dispense justice without drawing swords on those who displease him?” Brynmor turned to face Alistair directly. “I believe the answer is no. And I believe the Merchant Council has a responsibility…to House Vale, to this territory…to implement protective measures before tragedy occurs.” “You mean regency,” Lord Cyrus said. “I mean temporary oversight,” Brynmor corrected smoothly. “Until Lord Vale demonstrates consistent control. Until the curse progression stabilizes. Until we can be confident that the man making decisions is Lord Alistair, not Lord Torvin wearing his grandson’s face.” He sat. Case made. Arguments laid out with surgical precision. The chamber was silent. Then Elena stood. “My lords,” she said. Voice clear. Strong. Carrying authority that made every head turn. “Lord Brynmor has presented concerns about my husband’s fitness to rule. He’s cited incidents. Witnesses. Evidence of possession. All factually accurate. All politically irrelevant.” THAT’S how you start, Cassius said with approval. ACKNOWLEDGE THE FACTS, THEN DESTROY THE IMPLICATIONS. “Yes, my husband hears voices,” Elena continued. “Yes, his appearance is changing. Yes, last night’s incident was disturbing. But Lord Brynmor has carefully avoided discussing RESULTS. Because results don’t support his narrative.” She began her own pacing…not theatrical like Brynmor’s, but purposeful. A lioness circling prey. “Let’s discuss Lord Alistair’s actual governance. In the six weeks since performing the Salt Communion, what has he accomplished? He designed revolutionary ships…Val-an class, faster and more maneuverable than anything in our territorial waters. He led a whaling expedition that returned twelve thousand gold in cargo. He faced down a Blackwood vessel poaching our territorial strait and made them retreat without bloodshed. He’s created an entire INDUSTRY that will sustain House Vale for generations.” She paused. Let that sink in. “These aren’t the actions of a mad lord. These are the actions of a BRILLIANT lord who happens to be cursed.” Magnificent, Lysander said. She’s reframing the entire argument. “Lord Brynmor wants you to focus on incidents,” Elena continued. “I want you to focus on outcomes. Yes, Lord Alistair drew a sword last night. But has he FAILED in any actual governance? Has a single decision he’s made damaged this territory? Has he started unjust wars? Broken treaties? Bankrupted our coffers?” Silence from the Council. Because the answer was obviously no. “Let’s address the sword incident specifically,” Elena said. “Lord Gareth, you testified that Lord Alistair held you at sword-point. True?” Gareth nodded miserably. “And before that incident, what were you doing?” “I… I was expressing concerns about…” “You were invoking Lord Lysander’s name,” Elena interrupted. “Weaponizing his memory. Using old grudges to undermine current leadership. You deliberately triggered a response, then claimed victimhood when you got one.” Oh, she’s GOOD, Torvin said with admiration. She’s turning Gareth from victim to instigator. “My husband’s curse makes him vulnerable to certain triggers,” Elena continued. “Ancestral names. Old conflicts. These are known vulnerabilities. And Lord Gareth…advised by Lord Brynmor…deliberately exploited them. Then acted shocked when the trap worked exactly as designed.” Several Council members were nodding now. Seeing the political maneuvering underneath the moral outrage. Elena turned to address the full Council. “My lords, you’re being asked to choose between two narratives. Lord Brynmor’s narrative: possessed lord, dangerous instability, requires oversight. My narrative: cursed lord, brilliant governance, requires accommodation.” She let the choice crystallize. “Ask yourselves…what has Lord Alistair actually COST this territory? Compare that to what he’s EARNED. Twelve thousand gold from one voyage. An industry that will generate ten times that annually. Naval dominance that keeps Blackwood and other houses from challenging our waters. These are RESULTS. These are outcomes that matter.” “But the curse is progressing,” Lord Cyrus said carefully. “Lady Elena, you can’t deny that. What happens in six months? A year? When more voices wake? When control becomes impossible?” “Then we address it THEN,” Elena said firmly. “With the same pragmatism we’re using now. But implementing regency based on POTENTIAL future problems rather than ACTUAL current failures? That’s not protection. That’s a political coup dressed in concern.” Oh gods, she just accused Brynmor of attempting a coup, Cassius said. BOLD. DANGEROUS. BUT BOLD. Brynmor was on his feet. “Lady Elena, I resent the implication…” “You called an emergency session,” Elena interrupted. “Less than twelve hours after a single incident. You’ve been gathering testimony for weeks. Preparing witnesses. Building a case. This isn’t concern, Lord Brynmor. This is OPPORTUNITY. You’re using my husband’s curse to claim authority you haven’t earned.” The chamber erupted. Lords arguing. Brynmor protesting. Gareth looking like he wanted to disappear into the stones. Lord Cyrus pounded his gavel. “ORDER. We will have ORDER.” The noise subsided. “Lady Elena raises valid points,” Lord Cyrus said slowly. “Lord Vale’s economic achievements are undeniable. His governance has been… effective, if unconventional. But the possession incidents are equally undeniable. This Council must balance pragmatism against safety.” He looked at Alistair. “Lord Vale. Can you speak to your own fitness? Can you guarantee you won’t lose control again?” Every eye turned. Four voices surged forward, each wanting to respond. Lysander’s contempt. Torvin’s aggression. Rowaan’s fragmented wisdom. Cassius’s gentle reason. Don’t let them speak, Alistair thought desperately. This has to be ME. My words. My voice. He stood slowly. Felt the ancestors pressing against his consciousness like ocean against hull. “No,” he said quietly. “I cannot guarantee that.” The Council stirred. Elena’s hand tightened on the table edge. “I cannot guarantee I won’t lose control,” Alistair continued. “Because I hear four voices now. Four distinct consciousnesses arguing constantly. And more are waking. By next month there might be six voices. Eight voices. Eventually there will be so many that I disappear entirely.” Why are you admitting this? Lysander demanded. You’re giving them exactly what Brynmor wants! Because honesty is the only weapon we have left, Alistair thought. “But here’s what I CAN guarantee,” he said. “I will fight. Every day I will fight to stay myself. To stay in control. To keep leading this territory effectively. And I will accept help…from my wife, from my Council, from anyone who can help me manage what I’m becoming.” He met Lord Cyrus’s eyes. “I’m not asking you to ignore the curse. I’m asking you to judge me on RESULTS rather than POTENTIAL. If I fail…if I make a decision that harms this territory, if I lose control during critical negotiations, if I become the danger Lord Brynmor fears…THEN implement regency. But give me the chance to prove I can still lead despite the voices.” The chamber was silent. Then Elena spoke again. “Lord Cyrus, the Council has a choice. Implement regency now based on fear of what MIGHT happen. Or allow Lord Alistair to continue governing, with oversight and accommodation, based on what he’s ACTUALLY achieved. One option protects against hypothetical danger. The other option respects earned authority.” She looked at each Council member in turn. “Which kind of territory do we want to be? One that removes leaders for being different? Or one that judges leaders by their results?” Brutal choice, Torvin observed. She’s forced them into binary decision. Cowardice or courage. No middle ground. Lord Cyrus looked at his fellow Council members. Silent communication passing between them. The kind of wordless debate that happened when powerful men made decisions that would echo through generations. Finally, he spoke. “The Council recognizes Lord Vale’s economic achievements and effective governance. We also recognize the legitimate concerns about curse progression. Therefore, we propose a compromise.” Here it comes, Lysander said. The conditions. The restrictions. “Lord Alistair Vale will retain his lordship and full governing authority. However, Lady Elena will be granted expanded oversight…formal authority to intervene if possession incidents occur during official proceedings. Monthly review hearings will assess continued fitness. And…” Lord Cyrus paused. “Lord Brynmor will be appointed as official observer. With authority to document incidents and report concerns to this Council. This arrangement will remain in effect for six months, at which point we will reassess.” WE’VE KEPT THE HARBOR, Cassius said quietly. BUT BRYNMOR HAS THE TIDE NOW. EVERY MOVE WE MAKE, HE WATCHES. “Additionally,” Lord Cyrus continued, “any future violent incident will result in immediate regency implementation. No hearings. No appeals. One more sword drawn in anger, and this arrangement ends.” The terms hung in the air. Not defeat. Not victory. Something in between. “Do you accept these terms, Lord Vale?” Lord Cyrus asked. Alistair looked at Elena. Saw relief mixed with exhaustion. They’d survived. Barely. At significant cost. But survived. “I accept,” he said. “Then this inquiry is concluded,” Lord Cyrus announced. “Lord Vale retains his authority under the stated conditions. This Council is adjourned.” The chamber began emptying. Lords filing out, already discussing what they’d witnessed. Brynmor left without looking back…he’d lost, but not completely. He had observer status now. Eyes inside Vale governance. Elena sagged against the table. “We won,” she said quietly. “Barely. By the width of a whale’s tooth.” You won, Lysander corrected. We almost destroyed it. You salvaged it. “You were magnificent,” Alistair said. “You fought for me when I couldn’t fight for myself.” “I fought for our family,” Elena corrected. “For Corwin’s inheritance. For the territory that depends on Vale stability. For Vale’s future, which requires a lord who can still function. You were… part of that calculation.” The words hurt. But they were honest. SHE’S GRIEVING YOU, Rowaan said gently. GRIEVING… WHILE… YOU’RE… STILL… ALIVE… “We have six months,” Elena said. “Six months to figure out curse management. Six months before another review. Six months to prove you can still lead.” Six months before you die completely, Torvin added. If you even last that long. Alistair looked at his wife…exhausted, fighting battles she shouldn’t have to fight. Fighting for a husband she was slowly losing. “Thank you,” he said. “For buying me time.” “Don’t thank me yet,” Elena replied. “Thank me if you actually USE this time. If you figure out how to survive what you’re becoming. If you’re still Alistair Vale six months from now instead of becoming a ghost wearing his clothes.” She walked out. Leaving Alistair alone in the chamber with four voices and an hourglass that was running out far faster than anyone wanted to admit. You survived, the ancestors said. For now, Alistair thought. For now.### ACT 5: PRIVATE COSTS Alistair found Elena in Corwin’s room three hours after the inquiry. She sat on the edge of their son’s bed, one hand resting on the boy’s sleeping form. Lamplight painted her in amber and shadow. She looked carved from exhaustion and determination in equal measure. “He wouldn’t sleep,” Elena said quietly. Not looking at Alistair. Eyes fixed on Corwin’s small face. “Kept having nightmares. About the man at the docks who looked like Grandfather. About Papa with the wrong eyes. About monsters wearing familiar skin.” The words landed like stones in deep water. Alistair stood in the doorway. Didn’t enter. Somehow knew that crossing the threshold would shatter whatever fragile peace Elena had constructed. “I tried to explain,” she continued. Voice barely above whisper. “Tried to tell him you’re still his father. That the changes are temporary. That Papa’s just tired from the voyage. But five-year-olds don’t understand curses. They just know what they see. And what he sees…” She finally looked up. Met Alistair’s eyes. “He sees Torvin. He sees the grandfather from the portrait in the gallery. The one with cold eyes and cruel mouth. The one I told him stories about…cautionary tales about what happens when Vale lords lose themselves. And now that story is standing in his doorway wearing his father’s clothes.” Good, Torvin said with satisfaction. The boy recognizes quality when he sees it. Recognizes STRENGTH. You’re terrifying a five-year-old, Alistair thought back. I’M LIVING AGAIN, Torvin corrected. THROUGH YOU. EXPERIENCING THE WORLD. THAT’S WHAT THE CURSE GIVES US. WHY WOULD I APOLOGIZE FOR THAT? “I’m still fighting,” Alistair said aloud. “Still trying to stay myself.” “I know.” Elena’s voice held neither comfort nor condemnation. Just facts. “I watched you fight today. Watched you struggle to keep them quiet during the inquiry. Watched you WIN that fight, barely. And I’m proud of you for trying. But Alistair…” She paused. Choosing words carefully. “Trying isn’t the same as succeeding. And our son doesn’t care about noble efforts. He just wants Papa. The Papa who read him bedtime stories. The Papa who promised him a whale tooth and kept that promise. The Papa who looked like Papa.” She stood slowly. Moved toward the doorway. Toward Alistair. But stopped before reaching him…maintaining distance like a buffer against inevitable pain. “I have to choose,” she said. “Between comforting you and protecting him. Between being your wife and being his mother. And right now, tonight, I’m choosing him. Because he’s five years old and terrified and he needs someone who isn’t disappearing inch by inch.” THE CHOICE IS NECESSARY, Rowaan murmured. PAINFUL… BUT… NECESSARY… CHILDREN… COME… FIRST… Even when their father is keeping us ALIVE? Lysander added. We’re not parasites, we’re LEGACY. We’re twenty generations of Vale knowledge and power. You’re also eating him alive, Cassius said quietly. Let’s not pretend otherwise. “I understand,” Alistair said. “Do you?” Elena’s eyes searched his face. “Do you understand that I’m grieving you while you’re still alive? That I watch you change every day and there’s nothing I can do to stop it? That Corwin may inherit a curse worse than yours? That I fought for you today not because I think you’ll survive, but because I needed to buy time to figure out how to protect our son when you’re gone?” Each question was a blade finding gaps in armor. She’s preparing for your death, Torvin observed. Planning succession. Calculating how to maintain House Vale without you. As she should, Cassius added gently. She’s being pragmatic. It’s what keeps families alive through tragedy. TRAGEDY? Lysander said. THIS ISN’T TRAGEDY. THIS IS IMMORTALITY. THIS IS WHAT EVERY VALE LORD CHOOSES…TO LIVE BEYOND DEATH, TO PERSIST THROUGH DESCENDANTS, TO NEVER TRULY END. At the cost of the descendant’s life, Alistair thought bitterly. At the cost of ONE life to preserve TWENTY, Lysander corrected. The math is simple. “I want you to sleep in the guest chambers tonight,” Elena said. Voice steady despite the devastation underneath. “Not permanently. Not as punishment. Just… tonight. Give Corwin space. Give me space. Let us both pretend, for a few hours, that things are normal.” “Elena…” “Please.” The word cracked slightly. First break in her composure. “Please don’t make this harder. Don’t make me explain again why watching you struggle to stay yourself while four dead men argue in your head is more than I can handle right now. Just… give us tonight.” Alistair stepped back. Out of the doorway. Out of his son’s room. Retreating from his own family because his presence caused more harm than his absence. Elena’s hand touched the doorframe. Almost reached for him. Almost bridged the gap. Then she pulled back. “Six months,” she said quietly. “We have six months to figure this out. To find curse management. To prove you can still be the father Corwin needs and the lord this territory needs. Use that time, Alistair. Because I can’t keep fighting for someone who’s already given up.” The door closed. Soft click of wood meeting wood. Alistair stood in the corridor. Four voices arguing about what just happened. Four perspectives on loss and grief and impossible choices. She’s right to protect the boy, Lysander said. Children remember trauma. He’ll carry this forward. You’re being excluded from your own family, Torvin observed. That’s the price. But WE’RE still here. We’ll always be here. NOT… COMFORT… Rowaan said. THAT’S… NOT… COMFORT… TO HIM… Maybe not, Cassius agreed. But it’s truth. We’re not leaving. We CAN’T leave. We’re bound to this bloodline until the curse itself ends. Alistair walked to the guest chambers. Small room, barely used, furnished with the minimum required for occasional visitors. Cold stone walls. Single narrow bed. Window overlooking the courtyard where he’d played as a child. He sat on the bed. Felt the weight of four consciousnesses pressing against his own. Felt the spiral scar burning on his right palm. Counted scars again…eight visible, ninth forming beneath his left shoulder blade. Hot line of ancestral memory carving itself into flesh. Nine scars now, he thought. How many more before the transformation completes? HARD TO SAY, Cassius admitted. LYSANDER HAD TWELVE WHEN HE DIED. TORVIN HAD FIFTEEN. BUT YOU’RE ACCELERATING FASTER THAN EITHER OF THEM. YOU MIGHT HIT TWENTY BEFORE WINTER’S END. And then what? Alistair thought. Then I’m just… gone? Just a collection of ancestral voices with no original consciousness left? Then you’re US, Torvin said simply. FULLY US. THE WAY IT’S MEANT TO BE. THE WAY EVERY VALE LORD EVENTUALLY BECOMES. That’s not comfort, Alistair thought. It’s not meant to be, Lysander said. It’s meant to be REALITY. You chose this when you performed the Salt Communion. You knew the cost. I thought I’d have more time, Alistair said. Everyone thinks that, Cassius said gently. But the curse doesn’t negotiate. It takes what it takes at the speed it takes. He stood. Moved to the small mirror mounted on the wall. Examined his reflection in lamplight. The face looking back wasn’t quite Alistair Vale anymore. Sharper jaw. Colder eyes. Posture more aggressive. Hair darker somehow, or styled in Torvin’s preferred manner without conscious thought. Even his expression had changed…less open, more calculating, the way Torvin had looked when dispensing judgment. You’re nearly a perfect copy, Torvin said with satisfaction. Another week and strangers won’t see the difference. But Elena sees it, Alistair thought. Corwin sees it. Everyone who knew me sees what I’m becoming. Because you ARE becoming us, Lysander said. That’s the curse. That’s what the Salt Communion DOES. It overwrites you with ancestral consciousness until nothing original remains. Alistair touched the mirror. Palm against glass. Trying to remember what his original face looked like. The one Elena had married. The one Corwin had called Papa. It was getting harder to remember. A knock at the door. Soft. Hesitant. He opened it. Elena stood there. Still exhausted. Still grieving. But present. “I couldn’t leave it like that,” she said. “Couldn’t let you spend the night thinking I’ve given up on you. Because I haven’t. I’m just… managing limited resources. Protecting what I can while I can.” “You don’t have to explain,” Alistair said. “Yes, I do.” She stepped inside. Closed the door behind her. “Because you need to understand something. I fought for you today. I’ll keep fighting for you tomorrow. But I can’t fight harder than you’re fighting for yourself. Can’t want your survival more than you want it.” She moved closer. Hand rising to touch his face…hesitant, like touching something that might break or burn. “Are you still in there?” she asked quietly. “Underneath the voices and the changes and the transformation? Is there still enough Alistair Vale left to be worth fighting for?” Four voices surged forward with answers. Lysander’s contempt. Torvin’s assertion that the transformation was PROGRESS not loss. Rowaan’s fragmented concern. Cassius’s gentle honesty. Alistair shoved them all back. Forced them down. Made his own voice the only one that mattered. “Yes,” he said. “I’m still here. Still fighting. Still trying to be the man you married and the father Corwin needs. But Elena, I’m losing. Every day I lose more ground. Every time I accept their help, I surrender pieces of myself. And I don’t know how to stop it.” She studied his face. Searching for something. Recognition, maybe. Proof that her husband still existed somewhere behind his grandfather’s features. “The journals,” she said finally. “Celdric’s journals. The ones in Valdrok that we can’t read. Maybe they have answers. Ways to manage the curse. Ways to stay functional despite the voices. Ways to keep from going mad like your father did.” Silence from the ancestors. Then… Those journals might contain techniques to SUPPRESS us, Lysander said carefully. To weaken our presence. Why would we help you access that? Because the alternative is Alistair losing control completely, Cassius countered. Becoming like Lysander…violent, unpredictable, dangerous. THAT version gets locked away or killed. Better a weakened existence than no existence. You’re assuming the journals even have useful information, Torvin said. Celdric was brilliant but eccentric. Could be nothing but philosophy and poetry. “We don’t have a translator,” Alistair said aloud. “Then we find one.” Elena’s voice gained strength. Purpose cutting through grief. “Brynmor mentioned his sister during negotiations last month. She’s a scholar. Fluent in Old Tongue and ancient dialects. If anyone can translate Valdrok, she can.” NO, Lysander said sharply. NO. WE’RE NOT NEGOTIATING WITH BRYNMOR. WE’RE NOT BRINGING SOMEONE INTO CASTLE VALE WHO MIGHT LEARN HOW TO WEAKEN US. She might also learn how to keep Alistair FUNCTIONAL, Cassius argued. Keep him from violent outbursts. Keep him from drawing swords on visiting lords. That benefits us too…a functional host is better than a dead one. Or she learns nothing useful and we’ve wasted political capital, Torvin added. “We’d be negotiating from weakness,” Alistair said. “We just survived an inquiry by the width of a hair. Brynmor has observer status now. Eyes inside our governance. Why would he help us?” “Because we’ll offer him something he wants,” Elena said. “Trade concessions. Political favors. Whatever it takes. Because the alternative is watching you die while we sit on journals that might save you.” Might save HIM, Lysander corrected. Might damn US. Those are different things. But we need him alive to exist at all, Cassius said. That’s the bargain. His life is OUR life. “Tomorrow,” Elena said. “Tomorrow we contact Brynmor. Arrange a meeting. Discuss translator access. It’s a long shot, but it’s better than waiting for more voices to wake.” More voices WILL wake regardless, Torvin said. Fifth voice is already stirring. Sixth not far behind. Translation won’t stop that. But it might help us manage it, Cassius insisted. She stepped back toward the door. Hand on the handle. But she paused. “I meant what I said about choosing Corwin tonight. About needing space. But I also meant what I said about not giving up. Those things aren’t contradictory. They’re just… reality. The complexity of loving someone who’s dying slowly enough that you have to keep making impossible choices.” The door opened. Closed. Elena gone. Alistair stood alone in the guest chambers with four voices now arguing AGAINST the very solution Elena had proposed. We shouldn’t do this, Lysander said firmly. Those journals might contain our destruction. Or our preservation, Cassius countered. Curse management that keeps the host alive keeps US alive. The journals might contain NOTHING, Torvin said. Just Celdric’s philosophical ramblings about the nature of consciousness and memory. MUST… TRY… Rowaan whispered. MUST… PURSUE… KNOWLEDGE… EVEN IF… DANGEROUS… Alistair moved to the window. Looked out at Castle Vale’s courtyard. Torches burning against darkness. Guards making their rounds. Territory continuing despite the curse eating its lord from inside. Tomorrow we contact Brynmor, he thought. Whether you want me to or not. You’re making a mistake, Lysander warned. Inviting someone to study curse mechanics. To learn our weaknesses. To potentially find ways to SUPPRESS ancestral consciousness. I’m trying to survive, Alistair thought back. YOU’RE trying to resist what you’re BECOMING, Lysander corrected. Which is pointless. The transformation is inevitable. Why fight it? Because I have a son who’s terrified of me and a wife who’s grieving me while I’m still alive, Alistair said. Because staying functional long enough to be a father matters more than becoming a perfect vessel for dead men’s consciousnesses. The voices went quiet. Not agreement. Just… acknowledgment of an impasse. He gripped the windowsill. Felt wood grain dig into his palms. Felt the spiral scar on his right hand pulse with each heartbeat. Four voices now. Eight scars visible, ninth forming. Elena grieving him while he lived. Corwin terrified of what he’d become. Political victory that felt like defeat. And tomorrow…negotiating with Brynmor for translator access that might give him tools to resist the very curse that let the ancestors exist at all. THAT’S THE SHAPE OF IT, Cassius said quietly. ALISTAIR FIGHTING US TO SURVIVE. US FIGHTING EACH OTHER FOR SPACE. AND ALL OF US BOUND TO THE SAME SINKING SHIP. The ninth scar finished burning itself into his flesh. Hot agony that made him grip the windowsill until wood creaked under pressure. Then it was done. Complete. Another ancestral memory permanently carved into living skin. Nine scars now. Four voices arguing. And more waiting to wake.### ACT 6: THE TRANSLATOR DECISION Morning came with bruised sky and bitter wind. Alistair stood in his study…not the guest chambers where he’d spent the night, not the lord’s chambers where Elena slept with Corwin in protective orbit. The study. Neutral ground where he could think without ancestral echoes screaming from every stone. Celdric’s journals sat on the desk. Five leather-bound volumes, each one filled with Valdrok script that might as well have been decorative scrollwork for all the good it did him. Answers sitting right there. Curse management techniques. Ways to stay functional while hosting multiple consciousnesses. Ways to prevent the violent madness that had consumed his father. All locked behind a language barrier that felt deliberately cruel. CELDRIC WOULD HAVE FOUND THAT IRONIC, Cassius observed. HE LOVED SECRETS. LOVED MAKING KNOWLEDGE DIFFICULT TO ACCESS. SAID IT SEPARATED THE WORTHY FROM THE DESPERATE. “I’m definitely desperate,” Alistair muttered. Good, Torvin said. Desperation makes you careless. Makes you pursue solutions without thinking through consequences. What consequences? Alistair thought. The consequences of learning how to RESIST us, Lysander said bluntly. Those journals might contain techniques to suppress ancestral consciousness. To weaken our presence. To keep you MORE yourself and LESS us. Why would we support that? Because the alternative is me losing control completely, Alistair thought back. Becoming like you, Father. Drawing swords on servants. Attacking visiting lords. Being locked away or killed. A calculated risk, Lysander admitted. But one you’re taking WITHOUT consulting us. We have interests here too. You’re already dead, Alistair said. I’M the one trying to stay alive. We’re dead AND alive, Cassius corrected gently. THAT’S THE CURSE. WE EXIST THROUGH YOU. YOUR DEATH IS OUR DEATH. YOUR SURVIVAL IS OUR SURVIVAL. BUT YOUR “STAYING YOURSELF” MIGHT MEAN OUR SUPPRESSION. SEE THE CONFLICT? The door opened without knocking. Elena entered carrying a tea service and an expression that suggested she hadn’t slept any better than he had. “I sent a runner to Brynmor at dawn,” she said. Pouring tea with mechanical precision. “Requested a meeting. Private. To discuss ‘matters of mutual interest.’” “How did he respond?” “Immediately. Enthusiastically.” Elena’s mouth twisted. “Which means he knows we’re desperate and he’s already calculating what he can extract in exchange.” Of course he is, Torvin said. That’s how negotiation works. You never help an enemy without extracting maximum cost. “What do we offer him?” Alistair asked. Elena sat. Sipped her tea. Organized her thoughts with the same precision she’d used to destroy Brynmor’s case yesterday. “Trade concessions,” she said. “His merchant houses get preferential access to whale oil distribution. First contracts for Val-an ship construction. Maybe a seat on the new Whaling Guild council you’ll be forming.” “That’s significant,” Alistair said. “Those concessions could make Brynmor’s house wealthy.” “Yes. And in exchange, we get access to his sister. The translator. For as long as it takes to work through all five journals.” Elena met his eyes. “It’s expensive. But what’s the alternative? Wait for more voices to wake? Watch you disappear while we sit on potential solutions?” Potential suppression techniques, Lysander corrected silently. Let’s be honest about what she’s really pursuing. She’s pursuing YOUR survival, Cassius argued. Which is OUR survival. Stop being shortsighted. “When’s the meeting?” Alistair asked. “This afternoon. His estate. He insisted on his territory…probably wants home advantage. Wants us to feel like supplicants requesting favor rather than lords negotiating as equals.” Psychological warfare, Lysander observed. Make you feel inferior before negotiations even start. “Then we go prepared,” Alistair said. “With clear terms. Clear boundaries. We’re not begging. We’re offering a mutually beneficial arrangement.” “Are we though?” Elena’s voice held doubt. “Because from where I’m sitting, this looks like begging. We need something desperately. He knows we need it. And he gets to name his price.” She’s not wrong, Torvin admitted. The study door opened again. This time without announcement. Just sudden intrusion. Corwin stood there. Five years old. Wearing his blue tunic. Clutching the whale tooth with both hands like a talisman against evil. “Papa?” Small voice. Uncertain. Alistair froze. Didn’t move. Didn’t want to frighten the boy again. Elena started to rise. “Corwin, we talked about knocking…” “I had nightmares,” Corwin interrupted. Still looking at Alistair. “About monsters. About Grandfather. About Papa changing into someone scary.” The words hung there. “I’m sorry,” Alistair said quietly. Keeping his voice gentle. Trying to sound like himself rather than the dead men riding his consciousness. “I know I look different. I know it’s frightening. But I’m still your Papa. Still the same person who promised you that tooth.” Corwin studied him. Five-year-old eyes trying to reconcile memory with reality. Trying to find familiar features in a face that had sharpened into someone else’s. “You sound like Papa sometimes,” the boy said slowly. “But other times you sound like the scary man in the portrait. The one with cold eyes.” That would be me, Torvin said. YOUR great-great-grandfather who loved his grandson but terrified everyone else. And I’m not apologizing for existing. “Sometimes Grandfather talks through me,” Alistair admitted. Because lying to Corwin felt worse than honesty. “Sometimes other ancestors too. They argue in my head. They try to take control. And I fight them. Every day I fight to stay Papa.” “Are you winning?” Corwin asked. The question hit like a harpoon. NO, Lysander said flatly. HE’S NOT WINNING. HE’S TRANSFORMING. BECOMING WHAT HE’S MEANT TO BECOME. We’re ALL winning, Torvin countered. EXISTENCE is winning. The curse gives us immortality. Why frame that as defeat? Because it’s eating their father alive, Cassius said quietly. From THEIR perspective, we’re monsters consuming him. Let’s not pretend otherwise. Alistair looked at Elena. At his son. At the journals on his desk promising management techniques that the ancestors might actively resist. “Not yet,” he said honestly. “But I’m trying. And Mama’s helping me try. And we’re going to find ways to make the voices quieter. To make Papa stronger. To make sure I stay myself.” You’re lying to him, Lysander observed. Those journals won’t make you STRONGER. They’ll make US weaker. There’s a difference. Maybe that’s the same thing, Alistair thought back. Corwin approached slowly. Each step deliberate, weight testing the floor before committing. He stopped just out of reach. Held up the whale tooth. “You kept your promise,” Corwin said. “You said you’d bring me a whale tooth and you did. Even though the voyage was scary. Even though you changed. You still kept your promise.” “I did,” Alistair confirmed. “And I’ll keep other promises too. Like the promise to be your Papa. Like the promise to fight these voices. Like the promise to love you no matter what.” Corwin took one more step. Close enough to touch now. Then he reached out. Small hand gripping Alistair’s larger one. Contact that felt like absolution and grief and desperate hope mixed together. “I’m scared of what you’re becoming,” Corwin whispered. “But I’m more scared of losing Papa completely. So… so maybe if I’m brave, you can be brave too?” OH GODS, Rowaan said softly. THE… CHILD… IS… TRYING… TO… SAVE… YOU… From US, Torvin added. He’s trying to save you FROM us. Does he understand that’s impossible? “Deal,” Alistair said. Voice rough. “We’ll be brave together.” Corwin nodded. Then retreated to Elena’s side. Mission accomplished. Connection re-established. Five-year-old doing emotional work that no child should have to do. Elena’s hand settled on Corwin’s shoulder. “Go find your tutor,” she told him gently. “Tell him you’ll be starting lessons late today.” Corwin left. Taking the whale tooth with him. Taking a small piece of hope that his father might survive. The study was silent. Then Elena spoke. “That’s why we’re negotiating with Brynmor. That’s why we’re offering expensive concessions. That’s why we’re doing whatever it takes to access those journals. Because our son just asked if you’re winning, and you couldn’t tell him yes.” She stood. Straightened her gown. Prepared for battle. “So this afternoon, we go to Brynmor’s estate. We negotiate from weakness. We accept whatever terms he demands. And we get that translator. Because I refuse…REFUSE…to tell Corwin that we had potential solutions sitting on a desk and we were too proud to pursue them.” Even if those solutions might harm us? Lysander asked. Even if curse management means ancestral suppression? Yes, Alistair thought back. Even then. Because I’m still his father. And that matters more than your immortality. Harsh, Torvin observed. Honest, Cassius corrected. “I’ll prepare the contract terms,” Elena continued. “You prepare yourself. Four voices means you need to stay focused. Stay present. Don’t let Lysander or Torvin take over during negotiations. Brynmor will be watching for possession. For any sign that you’re not really in control.” “I’ll manage,” Alistair said. “You’d better.” Elena moved toward the door. Paused. “Because if this fails, if we can’t get access to those journals, then we’re out of options. And I have to start planning for succession. For what happens when there’s no more Alistair Vale to fight for.” She left. Taking her brutal honesty with her. Alistair returned to the window. Watched Castle Vale wake to morning routines. Watched his territory continue despite the curse eating its lord. BRYNMOR’S ESTATE, Lysander said. THIS AFTERNOON. THIS SHOULD BE INTERESTING. The man wants to gut us, Torvin observed. Wants to extract maximum concessions while we’re weak. So we give him what he wants, Cassius said. WHATEVER IT COSTS. And if the translator unlocks techniques to suppress us? Lysander challenged. If Celdric’s journals contain methods to keep Alistair MORE himself and LESS us? What then? Then we fight back, Torvin said simply. FROM INSIDE. WE MAKE IT HARDER. WE RESIST HIS RESISTANCE. FOUR CREWS ON ONE SHIP, Cassius said quietly. ALL PULLING DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS. SOMETHING’S GOING TO GIVE. THAT’S… THE CURSE… Rowaan murmured. THAT’S… WHAT… IT… DOES… TURNS… FAMILY… AGAINST… ITSELF… FROM… WITHIN… The afternoon came with winter cold and political necessity. They rode to Brynmor’s estate…Elena, Alistair, and two guards for propriety’s sake. The journey took an hour through Vale territory that looked prosperous despite its cursed lord. Brynmor’s estate was smaller than Castle Vale but impressively maintained. Stone construction. Formal gardens. The kind of property that announced wealth without requiring castle-scale grandeur. Brynmor met them in his study. The fire was high and well-tended — a man who controlled his environment even in small things. Bookshelves floor to ceiling, not for show but actually read, spines cracked, loose pages tucked between volumes. The wine already poured, which meant he’d known they wouldn’t refuse it. The room smelled of woodsmoke and old paper and the particular staleness of a space where a careful man did careful thinking. “Lord Vale. Lady Elena.” Brynmor’s greeting was professionally cordial. “Thank you for coming. Please, sit. Wine?” “Thank you,” Elena said. Taking the lead as planned. Letting Alistair stay quiet unless directly addressed. “We appreciate your willingness to meet on short notice.” “Your message mentioned ‘matters of mutual interest,’” Brynmor said. Pouring wine with practiced ease. “I’m curious what interests we might share, given recent events.” Here we go, Lysander muttered. Let the games begin. “Translation services,” Elena said bluntly. “We understand your sister is a scholar. Fluent in Old Tongue and ancient dialects. Including Valdrok.” Brynmor’s expression didn’t change. But something flickered behind his eyes. Calculation. Recognition that Elena had just revealed their weakness. “Anya is indeed a scholar,” he confirmed. “Currently residing in Greymoor. Researching pre-Calamity texts for the Archives. She’s… particular about which projects she accepts.” Translation: she’s expensive, Torvin supplied. “We have materials requiring translation,” Elena continued. “Five journals. Written by Celdric Vale. Potentially containing information about curse management.” THERE IT IS, Lysander said. SHE JUST TOLD HIM EXACTLY WHAT WE’RE LOOKING FOR. CURSE MANAGEMENT. TECHNIQUES TO RESIST ANCESTRAL CONSCIOUSNESS. And now he knows we’re desperate, Torvin added. “Curse management,” Brynmor repeated. “So you’re admitting the Vale curse is progressing beyond control?” Careful, Cassius warned. HE’S TRYING TO GET YOU TO ADMIT WEAKNESS ON RECORD. “We’re admitting that ancestral knowledge might help us manage an inherited condition,” Elena said smoothly. “Just as any house would pursue historical resources when facing complex challenges.” Well played, Lysander approved grudgingly. Brynmor sipped his wine. “Anya’s time is valuable. And translation work…especially Old Tongue variants like Valdrok…requires significant commitment. Weeks of effort. Maybe months, depending on content complexity.” “We’re prepared to compensate appropriately,” Elena said. She slid the contract across the desk. “Trade concessions. Preferential access to whale oil distribution. First contracts for Val-an ship construction. Plus a seat on the Whaling Guild council when it forms.” Brynmor read slowly. Taking his time. Calculating value. Those are SIGNIFICANT concessions, Torvin observed. We’re making his house wealthy for translation services. Because we’re desperate, Lysander said. And he knows it. “Generous,” Brynmor said finally. “Very generous. These concessions would make my merchant houses quite wealthy.” “Yes,” Elena agreed. “And in exchange, your sister gets exclusive access to pre-Calamity materials for her research. Plus any publishable discoveries she makes during translation. Academic reputation enhanced. Archives access secured. Everyone benefits.” Except possibly us, Lysander muttered. If she unlocks suppression techniques. Brynmor set down the contract. “There’s one issue.” Of course there is, Lysander said. There’s always one issue. “Anya would need to work on-site,” Brynmor continued. “At Castle Vale. Living in your household. Working directly with the journals. And given Lord Vale’s… condition… I’d need assurances about her safety.” There it is, Cassius said. HE WANTS GUARANTEES THAT YOU WON’T POSSESS HIS SISTER. WON’T HURT HER IF TORVIN TAKES OVER. I wouldn’t hurt a scholar, Torvin said defensively. I’m not an animal. You held a sword to Gareth’s throat last night, Lysander reminded him. Gareth DESERVED IT, Torvin snapped. “Lady Elena has formal authority to intervene during possession incidents,” Alistair said. Speaking for the first time. Keeping his voice level. His own voice. “Council-granted authority as of yesterday’s inquiry. Your sister would be as safe at Castle Vale as anywhere in the territory.” Brynmor studied him. Reading transformation. Counting the ways Alistair looked like Torvin now. “I watched you hold a sword to Lord Gareth’s throat,” Brynmor said quietly. “I watched your grandfather take control. I watched you become someone else entirely. And you’re asking me to trust my sister’s safety to a lord who admits he can’t guarantee he won’t lose control?” The room went silent. Four voices surged forward. Lysander’s contempt. Torvin’s aggression. Rowaan’s fragmented reason. Cassius’s gentle diplomacy. Alistair shoved them all down. Made his own voice the only one that mattered. “Yes,” he said. “I’m asking you to trust that despite the curse, despite the voices, despite everything you witnessed…I’m still trying to do right. Still trying to protect my people. Still trying to be the lord this territory needs. And your sister would be helping with that. Would be part of the solution.” He met Brynmor’s eyes. “You don’t have to like me. You don’t have to trust me completely. But you DO have to decide whether making your house wealthy while potentially helping manage a territorial threat is worth the risk.” Bold, Lysander said. Risky. But bold. And truthful, Cassius added. HE’S LAYING OUT THE STAKES HONESTLY. Brynmor was silent. Thinking. Calculating. Weighing profit against danger. Finally, he spoke. “I’ll contact Anya. Present the opportunity. But understand, Lord Vale…these journals might contain nothing useful. Celdric was brilliant but eccentric. His ‘curse management’ might be philosophical treatises rather than practical techniques.” Or it might be techniques to SUPPRESS us, Lysander said darkly. To weaken ancestral presence. To keep him MORE himself. Which you should WANT, Cassius argued. A FUNCTIONAL host is better than a DEAD host. Better weak existence than NO existence. “We understand the risk,” Alistair said. “But we’re out of options. More voices are waking. Fifth voice, sixth voice, they’re coming whether we want them or not. If those journals have ANY techniques to help me stay functional, to prevent complete breakdown, then it’s worth pursuing.” “And if…IF…Anya agrees,” Brynmor continued, “she’ll arrive within the week. She’ll have her own terms. Her own requirements. And she’ll expect full cooperation. Including access to the journals, access to you during translation sessions, and honest answers about what the curse actually does.” Dangerous, Lysander said. VERY dangerous. She’ll be studying us. Learning our mechanics. Learning how to potentially COUNTER us. Or learning how to help Alistair survive us, Cassius countered. WHICH HELPS US TOO. “She’ll have full cooperation,” Elena assured him. “Whatever she needs. Whatever it takes.” “Then we have an arrangement.” Brynmor stood. Extended his hand. Alistair took it. Felt the grip…firm, assessing, still calculating advantage. “I’ll send word when Anya decides,” Brynmor said. “Prepare quarters for her. And prepare yourselves. My sister is brilliant but demanding. She’ll push boundaries. Question everything. And she won’t tolerate dishonesty.” They left. Mounted horses. Rode back toward Castle Vale through winter afternoon that felt slightly less hopeless than it had that morning. “We did it,” Elena said quietly. “We got the translator. Maybe.” “Maybe,” Alistair corrected. “If she agrees. If Brynmor actually convinces her. If she’s willing to work with a possessed lord who might lose control at any moment.” “She’ll agree,” Elena said with certainty. “Because Brynmor wants those concessions. Wants his house wealthy. And he’ll make sure Anya understands the opportunity.” She doesn’t understand what she’s walking into, Lysander said. NONE of them do. A translator studying curse mechanics. Learning how the Salt Communion works. Learning OUR vulnerabilities. Maybe that’s good, Cassius argued. MAYBE WE NEED SOMEONE WHO UNDERSTANDS. SOMEONE WHO CAN MEDIATE BETWEEN ALISTAIR’S INTERESTS AND OURS. We don’t NEED mediation, Torvin said. WE NEED TO EXIST. THAT’S ALL. AND THIS TRANSLATOR THREATENS THAT. Castle Vale appeared on the horizon. Home. For now. That night, Alistair stood at his window. Guest chambers again…Elena had gently suggested he maintain distance until Corwin’s nightmares improved. He understood. Accepted. Chose loneliness over terrorizing his son. Four voices argued in his head. Debating the day. Discussing Brynmor’s terms. Predicting what would happen when the translator arrived. IF she arrives, Lysander said. And if she does, we might have to resist. ACTIVELY resist. Make translation difficult. Make curse management impossible. You’d sabotage your own survival? Cassius asked incredulously. I’d sabotage SUPPRESSION, Lysander corrected. THERE’S A DIFFERENCE. If curse management means we get WEAKER, less present, less able to exist fully…then yes, I’ll sabotage it. Even if that means Alistair goes mad? Cassius challenged. EVEN IF THAT MEANS HE ENDS UP LOCKED IN CHAINS LIKE YOU DID? Better mad and STRONG than functional and WEAK, Lysander said. AT LEAST WHEN I WAS MAD, I WAS FULLY ALIVE. FULLY PRESENT. FULLY ME. That’s insane, Cassius said. That’s HONEST, Lysander corrected. AND THE REST OF YOU KNOW IT. YOU ALL WANT TO EXIST. YOU ALL WANT TO BE FULLY PRESENT. YOU’RE JUST LESS WILLING TO ADMIT THAT OUR INTERESTS AND ALISTAIR’S INTERESTS MIGHT NOT ALIGN. The spiral scar burned on Alistair’s right palm. Nine scars now. Nine ancestral memories. Four voices clear, more stirring beneath consciousness. And somewhere in Greymoor, a scholar named Anya was receiving her brother’s message about translation work. About curse journals. About a possessed lord desperately seeking answers. But the ancestors inside that lord weren’t unified in wanting those answers found. Some wanted management. Some wanted suppression prevented. Some just wanted to keep existing, whatever the cost. Internal warfare, Alistair thought. That’s what this is now. YES, all four voices agreed. WAR WITHIN ONE BODY. WAR WITHIN ONE MIND. TWENTY GENERATIONS OF CONSCIOUSNESS TRYING TO COEXIST IN ONE SKULL. And a translator coming to study the battlefield. The fifth voice stirred beneath consciousness. Not words yet. Just presence. Another ancestor waking. Another consciousness queuing for expression. How many voices can one man hold before there’s no man left? SOON, the ancestors whispered. SOON YOU’LL FIND OUT. And when the translator arrives, we’ll see whose interests actually prevail. Alistair’s. Or ours. The scar burned. The voices argued. And winter darkness pressed against Castle Vale’s stones while a ninth scar burned itself finished in his flesh, and somewhere in his skull a fifth voice stirred toward waking.# THE FIRST EMPYREAN # ###CHAPTER 8: THE TRANSLATOR ### ACT 1: ARRIVAL She arrived three days after the Brynmor meeting, and within minutes, Alistair knew this arrangement was going to complicate everything. The carriage bearing Brynmor’s colors pulled into Castle Vale’s courtyard just after midday. Alistair watched from the solar window…eight days deeper into possession than when he’d negotiated the translator arrangement. Eight days of voices strengthening, scars accumulating, pieces of himself disappearing into ancestral static. The woman who emerged wore scholar’s gray, practical traveling clothes without decoration. Mid-twenties, moving with the efficient precision of someone who’d spent more time in libraries than ballrooms. She directed servants unloading her trunks with quick, decisive gestures. Smart, Cassius observed. EFFICIENT. NO WASTED MOVEMENT. Too confident, Lysander said. SHE THINKS SHE UNDERSTANDS WHAT SHE’S WALKING INTO. Alistair descended to the courtyard. Each step felt heavier than it should. The voices argued as he walked…debating whether this translator represented salvation or threat. Three trunks. Books and materials, mostly, but he caught glimpses of personal items. A scarf in deep blue. A small wooden box. Someone who’d packed for an extended stay. Elena materialized at his side. “Brynmor sent word ahead. She’s brilliant. Single-minded about her work.” A pause. “He’s also terrified for her safety.” “Wonderful,” Alistair said. “A scholar studying the possessed lord. I’m sure nothing will go wrong.” MANY THINGS COULD GO WRONG, Lysander said. MANY INTERESTING THINGS. Alistair stepped into winter afternoon. Anya turned at his approach, and her expression shifted immediately…not to fear or clinical assessment, but to focused interest. The look of someone encountering a fascinating problem. “Lord Vale.” Her curtsy was efficient, genuine. When she rose, her eyes moved across him with the systematic attention of someone cataloging symptoms. “Brynmor’s letters didn’t do the situation justice. You’re transforming faster than historical records suggest.” Not revulsion. Not pity. Professional curiosity. She’s analyzing us, Cassius said. LIKE WE’RE A PUZZLE TO SOLVE. I don’t like being studied, Torvin muttered. “That’s one word for it.” Alistair kept his distance, aware of how he must look. Nine scars visible on hands and wrists. Face beginning to shift toward Lysander’s sharper features. Eyes going cold. “Lady Anya. Welcome to Castle Vale. I apologize in advance for any incidents during your stay.” She stepped closer instead of back. Not threatening distance, but closer than most people dared anymore. Studying him with the intensity of someone who’d been waiting years for this opportunity. “I’ve read seventeen case studies on Vale curse manifestation. None described transformation this rapid. You’re three weeks in and showing changes that took your father months.” She pulled a small leather journal from her cloak. “I’ll need to document baseline observations before we begin translation work.” There was no warmth in her voice. No attempt to make him comfortable. Just focused professional interest in a supernatural phenomenon. She’s treating us like a specimen, Lysander said. SHOULD I BE INSULTED? She’s treating us like work that needs solving, Cassius corrected. WHICH IS EXACTLY WHAT WE NEED. Elena stepped forward. “I’ve prepared the library for your workspace. Private quarters in the East Wing. Access to the archive, full cooperation from Castle staff.” Anya’s attention shifted to Elena with the same analytical focus. “Lady Elena. I’ll need detailed observations from you. Duration of possession episodes, behavioral changes, transformation progression. Your perspective as primary witness will be valuable.” Not a compliment. A statement of fact. Elena’s usefulness assessed and acknowledged. But something else moved behind those scholar’s eyes. Something that cataloged more than curse symptoms. The way Elena stood apart from her husband. The careful distance she maintained, as if proximity itself had become dangerous. Interesting, Anya thought. The wife is already grieving. “You’ll have whatever you need,” Elena said. Her voice held careful neutrality. “My husband is running out of time.” And there it was. Not “we’re running out of time.” Not “help us.” My husband. Singular. As if she’d already separated herself from whatever he was becoming. Anya filed that observation away with the others. Fractured marriage. Protective distance. A lord starving for someone who didn’t flinch. “Three weeks showing six months’ progression,” Anya confirmed, still writing in her journal. “Accelerating curse manifestation, multiple voices audible, physical transformation visible…” She looked up at Alistair. “The journals. Celdric’s journals specifically. How complete are they?” “Fifteen volumes,” Alistair said. “Written in Old Tongue, heavily encrypted. Maester Theron attempted translation but lacks the expertise.” “Old Tongue is my specialty.” She tucked the journal away. “If Celdric documented curse management techniques, I’ll extract them. But I’ll need honest answers from you. Symptoms, voice patterns, possession mechanics. No evasions, no minimizing. This work requires accuracy.” SHE’S DEMANDING, Torvin said. I LIKE IT. BETTER THAN PEOPLE WHO TIPTOE AROUND US. SHE’S DANGEROUS, Rowaan whispered beneath THE OTHERS. DANGEROUS… BECAUSE… COMPETENT… Brynmor appeared from the carriage, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “Anya. Remember your promise. Daily check-ins. Immediate withdrawal if circumstances become unsafe.” She turned to her brother with barely concealed impatience. “Brynmor. I agreed to your terms. I know the risks. And frankly, the opportunity here…” She gestured at Alistair. “Firsthand observation of supernatural possession, access to pre-Calamity documentation, the chance to extract genuine curse management techniques? This is exactly what I’ve been training for.” The way she said it. Not excited. Not warm. Just intensely focused on work that mattered. She doesn’t care about us as a person, Lysander observed. SHE CARES ABOUT THE CURSE AS A PROBLEM. That’s perfect, Cassius argued. NO EMOTIONAL COMPLICATIONS. JUST PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCE. “Then let’s begin,” Alistair said. “Time is valuable. I’m losing ground faster than anyone expected.” Anya’s expression sharpened. “How much faster?” “My father took twenty-eight years to reach complete possession. I’m three weeks in with symptoms he didn’t show for months. New voices waking almost daily. Physical changes accelerating.” He met her analytical gaze. “If there’s anything useful in those journals, we need to find it before I run out of functional mind to save.” She nodded once. All business. “I’ll need three hours to organize materials and do preliminary encryption assessment. Then we start immediately. I work best with direct observation, so you’ll need to tolerate me studying you during translation sessions.” Studying us, Lysander repeated. WATCHING EVERY SLIP, EVERY MOMENT WE BREAK THROUGH. DOCUMENTING OUR EXISTENCE. That’s the point, Cassius said. SHE NEEDS TO UNDERSTAND THE MECHANICS TO FIND SOLUTIONS. Brynmor mounted his horse, still uncomfortable but recognizing his sister’s resolve. “If anything happens to her, Lord Vale…” “You’ll have every right to blood debt,” Alistair said. “I understand.” After Brynmor departed, Anya turned to them with the same analytical focus. “Three hours. Then we begin properly. Both of you should be present for initial sessions.” She nodded at Elena. “Your observations will be valuable. You’ve been living with this. You’ll notice patterns I might miss.” Then she swept toward the castle, trailing servants with her trunks. No looking back. No second thoughts. Just focused momentum toward work. Elena’s hand found Alistair’s. Her grip was tight. “She’s…” “Clinical,” Alistair supplied. “I was going to say ‘intense.’” Elena’s voice held something complex. “She’s treating you like a research project.” “Good,” Alistair said. “Because that’s what I need. Not sympathy. Not fear. Just someone competent enough to extract answers from those journals before it’s too late.” Elena’s grip tightened further, then released. She stepped back, putting distance between them again. The unconscious retreat of someone who’d learned that proximity came with risks. From the castle entrance, Anya glanced back. Just once. Caught that small retreat. The way Elena’s hand dropped. The space that opened between husband and wife. She turned away before anyone noticed her watching. She might find answers we don’t want found, Lysander warned. TECHNIQUES TO SUPPRESS US. TO WEAKEN OUR PRESENCE. Or techniques to keep Alistair functional, Cassius countered. WHICH KEEPS US EXISTING INSTEAD OF TRAPPED IN A MAD HOST. Alistair returned to the solar. Watched winter clouds gather over Castle Vale’s stones. Somewhere in the East Wing, a brilliant translator was organizing materials to study his curse like an academic problem. And somewhere in his skull, four voices argued about whether her competence represented salvation or threat. The spiral scar burned on his right palm. Tomorrow, the translation work would begin. Tomorrow, they’d learn if Celdric had left anything useful in those encrypted journals. Tomorrow, they’d discover if curse management was possible or just another trap disguised as hope.



In her chambers that night, Anya spread her notes across the small writing desk. Not the translation notes. Those could wait. These were different. Observations cataloged during her first hours at Castle Vale. Small details that had nothing to do with curse mechanics and everything to do with opportunity. Lady Elena: Maintains physical distance from husband. Uses singular pronouns when discussing his condition. “My husband is running out of time.” Not “we.” Already separating herself from outcome. Grieving someone still breathing. Lord Alistair: Desperate for someone who doesn’t flinch. Responded to direct approach. Leaned toward engagement rather than retreating from it. Starving for normalcy. Marriage dynamic: Fractured. Wife grieving husband who still breathes. Husband isolated by wife’s protective withdrawal. Gap widening daily. Anya set down her pen. Looked at the words she’d written. She’d spent ten years studying the Vale curse from the outside. Reading accounts. Analyzing historical patterns. Understanding the mechanics of ancestral consciousness, the progression of possession, the eventual integration that swallowed every lord whole. She’d wanted this. Wanted access to a living subject. Wanted the journals. Wanted to understand deeply enough to perhaps, someday, claim a piece of that power for herself. But she hadn’t expected this. The wife already retreating. The husband already alone. The door already cracked open. Anya smiled slightly in the lamplight. She’d come here to study the curse. She might leave with considerably more. * * *



ACT 2: FIRST SESSION

The library had been transformed into a scholar’s workshop. Alistair arrived at the agreed time…dusk settling across Castle Vale…and found Anya already deep in work. The long table held all fifteen of Celdric’s journals arranged in chronological order, surrounded by reference texts in Old Tongue, encryption manuals, and what looked like linguistic analysis tools. She’d lit every lamp in the room. Scholarly precision demanding perfect visibility. She looked up when he entered, barely acknowledging his presence before returning to the journal spread before her. “Celdric used three-layer encryption. Old Tongue base language, substitution cipher for key terms, then metaphorical encoding for sensitive content.” She didn’t sound frustrated. Just stating facts. “It’s brilliant. Also infuriating.” Alistair moved closer. The journal pages showed dense text in the archaic script, annotations in margins, occasional diagrams. “How long to translate?” “Weeks for complete extraction. Days if I focus on curse management sections.” She tapped a passage. “He structured these chronologically. Early volumes document his initial possession. Later volumes… that’s where the useful content will be.” Elena entered carrying a tea service. Set it on the side table without speaking…recognizing work in progress. Anya finally looked up fully, focusing on Alistair with that analytical intensity. “Before we continue, I need baseline observations. Sit there.” She gestured at a chair positioned in lamplight. “I need to see you clearly.” This is humiliating, Lysander said. BEING EXAMINED LIKE A CURIOSITY. This is necessary, Cassius countered. SHE NEEDS DATA TO HELP US. Alistair sat. Anya circled him slowly, studying him from multiple angles. Pulled out her leather journal and began writing. “Physical transformation is advanced for timeline,” she said, still writing. “Facial structure shifting…cheekbones sharper, jawline hardening. Eyes show discoloration…hints of gray. Hands…” She reached out without asking permission, turned his right palm up to examine the spiral scar. “Primary possession mark. Clear definition, recent origin. The other scars…” Her fingers traced the nine individual scars on his hands and wrists. Clinical touch. Professional examination. Don’t like this, Torvin growled. DON’T LIKE BEING STUDIED. “Each scar represents specific ancestral memory?” She looked at him directly now. Wanting confirmation. “Yes,” Alistair said. “One scar, one memory. From specific ancestors.” “And touching them?” “Provides temporary relief. Opens the memory. While I’m experiencing it, pressure eases. When it ends, voices return stronger.” She wrote rapidly. “Addiction mechanism. Pavlovian reinforcement. Brilliant curse design.” Not admiration for the curse…just acknowledging efficient supernatural engineering. “How many distinct voices?” “Four clear. Maybe five. Hard to tell when they all talk at once.” NOW SHE WANTS TO KNOW ABOUT US, Lysander said. WANTS TO UNDERSTAND HOW WE EXIST. “Can you identify them?” Anya asked. “Which ancestors speak?” DANGEROUS QUESTION, Rowaan whispered. TOO MUCH… INFORMATION… SHE LEARNS… OUR MECHANICS… But Cassius was curious. WHAT IF SHE ACTUALLY HELPS? WHAT IF CELDRIC LEFT TECHNIQUES WE NEED? “My father Lysander,” Alistair said. “My grandfather Torvin. Rowaan, the First Lord. And…” He paused. The fourth voice had been emerging gradually. “Cassius. My great-great-grandfather. Diplomatic mind.” Anya’s eyes sharpened. “Four distinct personalities. All different psychological profiles. Strategic variety in the curse manifestation.” She wrote more. “Do they argue?” “Constantly.” “With you? Or with each other?” “Both.” FASCINATING, Lysander said mockingly. SHE’S TREATING US LIKE AN ACADEMIC PAPER. She IS treating us like an academic paper, Cassius observed. AND THAT’S WHAT WE NEED. SYSTEMATIC STUDY INSTEAD OF SUPERSTITIOUS FEAR. “And when they speak through you?” Anya pressed. “When your voice changes?” As if on cue, Torvin surged forward. Not full possession, just bleed-through. “YOU’RE ASKING DANGEROUS QUESTIONS, GIRL.” The words came out in Torvin’s growl. Wrong pitch. Wrong cadence. Wrong everything. Elena flinched from across the room. Tea service rattled as her hand jerked. Anya didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just tilted her head slightly, observing. “Grandfather Torvin, I presume,” she said calmly. “The military one. Interesting vocal manifestation. Does the pitch always drop that significantly, or does it vary by ancestor?” She was asking follow-up questions. While Torvin’s voice still echoed in the room. While Elena pressed against the far wall, shoulders rigid with tension. Alistair forced Torvin back. Regained control. “It varies. Lysander’s influence sharpens my tone. Cassius softens it. Torvin…” He gestured vaguely at his throat. “Documented.” Anya wrote in her journal, utterly unruffled. “I’ll need to observe more manifestations to establish patterns. For now, the journals.” She’s not afraid of us, Cassius said slowly. NOT IMPRESSED, NOT TERRIFIED. JUST… INTERESTED. That’s either very good or very bad, Lysander observed. Alistair found himself watching Anya differently. The way she’d held steady when Elena retreated. The way she treated his possession as data rather than horror. The way she looked at him like he was still a person, not a monster wearing human skin. When was the last time anyone had done that? Anya set down her journal. Moved to the table with Celdric’s journals. “This is what I’ve found so far.” She opened one of the later volumes to a marked page. “Celdric documented possession progression over thirty-two years. He reached what he called ‘functional accommodation’…maintaining enough autonomy to rule effectively while allowing limited ancestral expression.” “How?” Alistair stood, moved to see the text. “That’s what I’m extracting.” Her finger traced complex Old Tongue script. “But preliminarily… he seems to have developed selective activation techniques. Controlled invitation rather than constant resistance. Strategic partnership with specific ancestors rather than treating them all as enemies.” That sounds dangerous, Lysander said immediately. INVITATION IMPLIES CONSENT. CONSENT IMPLIES TERRITORY SURRENDERED. Or it implies negotiation instead of warfare, Cassius countered. STRATEGIC ACCOMMODATION. “That’s…” Alistair tried to process it. “You’re saying he invited them forward? Voluntarily?” “Selectively. For specific purposes. He seemed to believe constant resistance created constant warfare. But strategic allowance, with firm boundaries, created working relationships.” Anya looked up. “It’s all encoded, scattered across multiple volumes, but the pattern is clear. Celdric learned to use the curse instead of just fighting it.” Use us, Torvin said, voice dangerous. AS TOOLS. Or work with us, Cassius said. AS PARTNERS. Elena had been silent, but now she spoke. “What was the cost? There’s always a cost.” Anya’s expression didn’t change. “Accelerated transformation. Each voluntary activation strengthened that ancestor’s claim. Celdric’s later journals…” She flipped pages. “His handwriting changes. Multiple distinct scripts. He was sharing control more and more. By the end, it’s unclear if Celdric was still the primary consciousness or just one voice among many.” The library fell silent. THAT’S THE TRAP, Rowaan whispered. INVITATION… BECOMES… POSSESSION… BECOMES… NOTHING LEFT… “But he stayed functional for thirty-two years,” Alistair said. “My father lasted twenty-eight before complete breakdown. If Celdric’s techniques added years of functionality…” “Then the cost might be worth it,” Anya finished. Not agreeing or disagreeing. Just stating the calculation. “That’s the decision you’ll need to make. Faster transformation in exchange for maintained governance.” She returned to the journals. “I need several days to fully extract and decode his techniques. But the foundational concept is clear…stop fighting the curse entirely. Start negotiating strategic accommodations. Let specific ancestors forward for specific purposes, with the understanding that each invitation costs you ground.” Dangerous, Lysander said. VERY DANGEROUS. Or pragmatic, Cassius countered. WE’RE GOING TO TAKE GROUND ANYWAY. AT LEAST THIS WAY ALISTAIR MAINTAINS SOME CONTROL OVER HOW IT HAPPENS. “How long to translate the technique details?” Elena asked. “Two days for basic methodology. A week for complete extraction and testing.” Anya was already returning to work, pulling out multiple journals. “You should both be here for the initial sessions. I’ll need to observe how ancestors respond when we discuss management techniques.” You mean you’ll watch us resist, Lysander said. WATCH US SABOTAGE. Or watch us cooperate, Cassius said. IF THE TECHNIQUES ACTUALLY HELP. Anya looked at Alistair directly. “Fair warning…if we do this, if we pursue Celdric’s approach, your ancestors will fight it. They’ll resist management techniques. They’ll try to sabotage translation. You’ll be fighting internal warfare while learning to negotiate with them simultaneously.” “I’m already fighting internal warfare,” Alistair said. “This will make it worse,” Anya said flatly. “Before you only had to resist. Now you’ll be resisting while simultaneously inviting. Psychological complexity will increase dramatically.” The spiral scar burned hot on his palm. Four voices surged forward…Lysander’s contempt, Torvin’s aggression, Rowaan’s alien hunger, Cassius’s careful diplomacy…all arguing about whether these techniques represented salvation or accelerated destruction. And somewhere in the encrypted journals, a dead lord’s handwriting waited to reveal whether curse management was possible or just another way to lose everything faster. “Begin translation,” Alistair said. “Whatever the cost. I need to know if this is possible.” Anya nodded once. Already pulling out linguistic tools. Already diving back into Celdric’s encrypted wisdom. Elena’s hand found Alistair’s again. Her grip was tight. Afraid. In the library lamplight, surrounded by dead men’s journals and a scholar who treated possession like a solvable problem, they began the work that might save him or accelerate his destruction. The ancestors argued. The translator worked. And Celdric’s handwriting waited in the lamplight, patient as the dead. * * *



ACT 3: DISCOVERY

Three days later, Anya cracked the primary encryption. Alistair had spent those days in increasingly frequent translation sessions…sitting in lamplight while Anya worked through Celdric’s journals, documenting every symptom, every voice manifestation, every moment the ancestors pushed forward. Clinical observation that felt invasive but necessary. The voices had grown louder during those sessions. Lysander particularly hostile about being studied, analyzed, documented like a disease under examination. SHE’S LEARNING OUR PATTERNS, he’d snarl every time Anya noted down another observation. LEARNING HOW TO WEAKEN US. HOW TO SUPPRESS US. Or learning how to help Alistair manage us, Cassius would counter. WHICH HELPS EVERYONE. Now Anya sat at the library table surrounded by three journals opened to corresponding passages, her reference texts, pages of her own notes covered in Old Tongue script and linguistic analysis. She’d barely slept…Alistair could see exhaustion in the tight lines around her eyes, the way she moved with caffeine-fueled intensity rather than natural energy. “Here.” She tapped a passage in what looked like Celdric’s eighth journal. “This is the foundational technique. He calls it ‘The Selective Invitation.’” Her finger moved across archaic script. “The concept is counterintuitive…instead of resisting all ancestral presence equally, you consciously invite specific ancestors forward for specific purposes.” Alistair leaned closer. The Old Tongue was dense, complex. “Explain.” “Celdric observed that constant universal resistance created universal warfare…all ancestors pushing equally hard, overwhelming defenses through sheer numbers.” Anya’s voice had the precise cadence of someone translating difficult concepts. “But selective invitation creates hierarchy. You CHOOSE which ancestor gets access, for what purpose, for how long. The others get pushed back because you’re actively working with one.” That’s insane, Lysander said immediately. INVITATION MEANS SURRENDER. MEANS TERRITORY LOST. Or it means TACTICAL surrender, Cassius argued. CONTROLLED GROUND GIVEN INSTEAD OF CHAOTIC GROUND TAKEN. “What happens when you try to push them back out?” Elena asked. She’d been present for all the translation sessions, watching with increasing concern as Anya extracted techniques that sounded more dangerous than helpful. “That’s the critical part.” Anya flipped to another journal. “Release isn’t automatic. It requires internal battle every single time. You invite Lysander forward for strategic thinking…fine. But when you’re done, you have to FIGHT to reclaim control. Active expulsion. And each time you use the technique, that expulsion gets harder.” THERE IT IS, Rowaan whispered. THE TRAP… INVITATION… BECOMES… DEEPER POSSESSION… EVENTUALLY… NO RETURN… “But Celdric maintained functionality for thirty-two years using this,” Alistair said. “Celdric also transformed completely by year twenty,” Anya corrected, pulling out an earlier journal with a portrait sketch. “This is him before possession. This…” She showed a later sketch, “…is year twenty. Different person. Multiple handwriting styles. Shared consciousness. He wasn’t ‘Celdric’ anymore…he was something hybrid.” The library fell quiet except for wind against windows. “So the technique works,” Alistair said slowly. “But the cost is accelerated loss of self.” “Accelerated TRANSFORMATION,” Anya corrected. “Not loss. Transformation. Celdric seemed to believe that strategic accommodation created something functional if not entirely human.” She met his eyes. “The question is whether that’s acceptable.” NO, Lysander said immediately. ABSOLUTELY NOT. HE’S SUGGESTING WE BECOME PARTNERS. EQUALS. THAT’S NOT ACCEPTABLE. Why not? Cassius challenged. IF WE’RE GOING TO EXIST, WHY NOT EXIST COOPERATIVELY INSTEAD OF AS INVADERS? BECAUSE IT’S A TRICK, Lysander snarled. BECAUSE “COOPERATION” BECOMES DOMINATION. WE GET STRONGER. HE GETS WEAKER. EVENTUALLY NOTHING LEFT. Alistair felt his hands trembling. The spiral scar burned hot against his palm…all four voices surging forward, arguing about whether Celdric’s technique represented salvation or sophisticated trap. “Show me the methodology,” he said. “The actual steps.” Anya hesitated. First time he’d seen her pause. “Are you sure? Once I explain this, once you know how it works… you can’t unknow it. And the ancestors will know too. They’re listening right now.” WE’RE ALWAYS LISTENING, Lysander confirmed. AND WE’LL REMEMBER EVERYTHING. “Show me,” Alistair repeated. Anya pulled out her own notes…neat script translating Celdric’s complex encoding. “The Selective Invitation has three stages. First: Conscious Choice. You must ACTIVELY decide which ancestor to invite. Not passive allowance. Active invitation with clear purpose. Second: Focused Access. You give that ancestor specific access…strategic thinking, combat instincts, diplomatic language, whatever you need. Limited scope. Third: Active Expulsion. When done, you must fight to reclaim control. Push them back down. Reassert dominance.” She looked up. “Celdric emphasizes…this is NOT partnership. This is NOT cooperation. This is tactical use of hostile resources. You’re weaponizing the curse. Using it against itself. But every time you do, you strengthen what you invite and weaken your own position.” Weaponizing us, Torvin said. Voice dangerous. TREATING US AS TOOLS. We ARE trapped in his head, Cassius pointed out. WE MIGHT AS WELL BE USEFUL TOOLS INSTEAD OF JUST DESTRUCTIVE FORCES. “The cost,” Elena said quietly. “Be specific about the cost.” Anya didn’t sugarcoat it. “Each invitation accelerates transformation. New scars appear. Physical changes progress. That ancestor’s influence grows. And eventually…Celdric’s journals suggest around year fifteen…the invited ancestors become so strong that expulsion becomes nearly impossible. You invite Lysander forward, and he might not leave when you want him to.” That’s the goal, Lysander said with satisfaction. THAT’S ALWAYS BEEN THE GOAL. FULL POSSESSION. COMPLETE TAKEOVER. But Cassius sounded thoughtful. IF ALISTAIR CAN MAINTAIN GOVERNANCE FOR FIFTEEN YEARS USING THIS TECHNIQUE… THAT’S FIFTEEN YEARS RULING INSTEAD OF COLLAPSING. FIFTEEN YEARS PROTECTING CORWIN. RAISING HIS SON BEFORE THE CURSE TAKES EVERYTHING. The calculation hit Alistair like a blade. Fifteen functional years. Fifteen years being mostly himself, mostly present, mostly able to protect his family and rule his territory. In exchange for accelerated transformation and eventual complete possession. Lysander died at forty-six after twenty-eight years of possession. Complete madness at the end, but he’d ruled…barely…until the very end. If this technique could give Alistair fifteen functional years… “I want to try it,” he said. “Alistair…” Elena started. “I want to try it,” he repeated. “One test. Controlled conditions. See if it actually works.” Anya’s expression didn’t change. Still clinical. Still focused. “Which ancestor?” CHOOSE ME, Lysander said immediately. USE MY STRATEGIC MIND. PROVE THE TECHNIQUE WORKS. No, Cassius said. CHOOSE ME. I’M LESS HOSTILE. SAFER FIRST TEST. DON’T CHOOSE ANYONE, Rowaan whispered. TRAP… ALL TRAP… INVITATION… BECOMES… PRISON… “Cassius,” Alistair decided. “Diplomatic mind. Less aggressive. Safer trial run.” SAFER, Lysander mocked. NOTHING ABOUT THIS IS SAFE. Anya stood. “Clear the table. We need space. Lady Elena, you’ll need to observe carefully. Document everything. If this goes wrong, I’ll need accurate description of what happened.” If this goes wrong, Elena’s expression said, you’ll need more than documentation. But she moved to the side table. Picked up parchment and ink. Ready to record whatever came next. Anya positioned Alistair in the center of the cleared space. “The technique requires three elements. First: Conscious invitation. You must WANT Cassius forward. Must actively call him. Second: Clear purpose. Give him specific focus…diplomatic language, negotiation instinct, whatever you need. Third: Maintained awareness. You must stay present enough to expel him when done.” She stepped back. “Attempt the invitation. I’ll observe.” Alistair closed his eyes. Felt the four voices crowding his consciousness…Lysander’s contempt, Torvin’s aggression, Rowaan’s alien hunger, and beneath them, Cassius’s careful diplomatic presence. Cassius, he thought. I’m inviting you forward. Consciously. Deliberately. I need your diplomatic instincts. Your political language. Come forward. For a moment, nothing. Then… Cassius surged up like water breaching a dam. Not violent takeover like when Lysander possessed him. Not hostile invasion. This was… different. Cassius rising through Alistair’s consciousness with Alistair’s permission, filling space that Alistair had deliberately opened. It felt like standing aside in his own mind. Making room. Allowing access. Words formed in his mouth…diplomatic phrasing, political terminology, the smooth language of negotiation. Not Alistair’s natural speech patterns. Cassius’s refined courtesy. “The technique is fascinating,” he heard himself say in Cassius’s cadence. “Strategic accommodation rather than universal resistance. Celdric was brilliant. This could actually work.” Anya was writing rapidly. “Physical changes. Posture straightening. Expression softening. Voice modulation different. This is distinct from hostile possession…there’s cooperation in the transition.” YES, Cassius said through Alistair’s mouth. COOPERATION. TACTICAL PARTNERSHIP. THIS IS WHAT CELDRIC UNDERSTOOD…THAT WE CAN BE USEFUL IF GIVEN CONTROLLED ACCESS. And it felt… easier. The constant pressure had lessened. With Cassius invited forward, the other voices had gone quiet. Pushed back. One ancestor given space meant three ancestors suppressed. The relief was intoxicating. DANGEROUS, Rowaan whispered from below. TOO EASY… TOO COMFORTABLE… TRAP… Now comes the hard part, Anya said. “Expulsion. Push him back down. Reclaim control.” Cassius, Alistair thought. Thank you. But I need my mind back now. Step back. Cassius’s presence didn’t move. I said step back, Alistair thought harder. I HEARD YOU, Cassius said. AND I WILL. BUT UNDERSTAND…THIS IS THE COST. EVERY TIME YOU INVITE ME FORWARD, PUSHING ME BACK GETS HARDER. I’M STRONGER NOW. HAVE MORE CLAIM. YOU GAVE ME PERMISSION TO EXIST FULLY. THAT TERRITORY DOESN’T SURRENDER EASILY. Then it became warfare. Internal battle to reclaim his own consciousness. Pushing Cassius back down, feeling the ancestor resist, feeling how much stronger Cassius had become from that brief invitation. It took three minutes of focused internal combat before Cassius finally retreated. Alistair gasped. Felt himself returning fully. The relief disappeared instantly…replaced by all four voices crowding forward again, arguing, demanding attention. But it had worked. He looked at Anya. Her expression showed satisfaction. Professional confirmation of hypothesis. “It worked,” she said. “Selective invitation, controlled access, active expulsion. The technique is viable.” She glanced at Elena. “What did you observe?” “Transformation,” Elena said quietly. Her parchment showed rapid notation. “His face changed. Older. More refined. Different posture. Different voice. Then…” She swallowed. “Then he fought something invisible. And came back looking exhausted.” “Because expulsion requires effort,” Anya confirmed. She looked at Alistair. “How hard was it to push him back?” “Very,” Alistair admitted. “He was stronger. More present. Fighting to stay forward.” “And if you’d invited him multiple times?” “Eventually I wouldn’t be able to push him back at all.” Anya nodded. “That’s the mechanism. The technique works. Gives you tactical control. But each use strengthens what you invite and weakens your position. Fifteen functional years, Celdric estimated, before the technique stops working and complete possession becomes inevitable.” Fifteen years. Corwin was five now. Would be twenty when Alistair finally lost himself completely. Fifteen years to raise his son. Protect his territory. Live mostly as himself. In exchange for accelerated transformation and guaranteed eventual loss. “I’ll use it,” Alistair said. “Alistair…” Elena protested. “I’ll use it,” he repeated. “Carefully. Strategically. But I’ll use it. Because fifteen functional years is better than three months of madness.” NO, Lysander said. USE ME INSTEAD. MY STRATEGIC MIND IS SUPERIOR. IF YOU’RE GOING TO WEAPONIZE US, WEAPONIZE THE STRONGEST. And that was the trap within the trap, Alistair realized. Each ancestor would compete to be invited. Would offer their strengths. Would promise usefulness. All in service of gaining more ground, more presence, more claim to his consciousness. Anya was watching him with that analytical focus. “You’re understanding the secondary trap. They’ll volunteer now. Offer themselves. All competing to be the ancestor you invite most frequently.” “Because whoever gets invited most becomes strongest,” Alistair finished. “Exactly.” She closed the journals. “That’s why Celdric’s later journals show such distinct personality shifts. He rotated which ancestors he invited, trying to maintain balance. But certain ancestors were more useful than others. So they got invited more. Got stronger. Eventually dominated.” Elena set down her parchment. Looked at Alistair with something like grief. “So we’ve found a technique that lets you stay functional while guaranteeing you’ll eventually disappear completely. That’s our solution?” “That’s our best option,” Anya corrected. Not cruel. Just honest. “The curse has no cure. But it has management strategies. This is the most effective one Celdric documented.” The spiral scar burned. Four voices argued about who should be invited next, who deserved access, who would be most useful. And Alistair sat in lamplight realizing he’d just discovered how to weaponize his own possession while accelerating his own destruction. Celdric had been brilliant. Celdric had also been damned. * * *



ACT 4: PRACTICE

“Again,” Anya said. “But this time, choose the hostile one.”

Alistair stood in the library. Morning light through windows. Anya observing with her leather journal. Elena stationed near the door, face pale with apprehension. Elena had sent for Maester Theron before the first session began; the castle’s physician kept medical distance near the window, watching with the focused attention of a man expecting to be needed.

Two successful invitations already this morning. First Cassius…gentle, collaborative, easy to expel. Then Torvin…martial, aggressive, harder to push back but ultimately controllable.

Now Anya wanted Lysander.

“That’s dangerous,” Elena said. Voice tight. “He’s the most hostile. The most likely to resist expulsion.”

“Which is precisely why we need to test it,” Anya replied. Clinical. Focused. “Celdric’s technique only matters if it works on hostile ancestors. Cooperative ones are manageable without tactical invitation. We need to know if Lord Vale can invite his father forward and still reclaim control.”

FINALLY, Lysander said with predatory satisfaction. FINALLY SOMEONE WHO UNDERSTANDS PROPER TESTING.

Alistair’s hands were already shaking. Two invitations had cost him ground. His face felt strange…features shifting between Cassius’s softer lines and Torvin’s harder edges, struggling to settle back into being mostly himself.

“If I can’t expel him?” Alistair asked.

“Then we document what happens when hostile ancestors gain too much ground,” Anya said. No comfort. Just facts. “That’s valuable data too.”

SHE’S RUTHLESS, Cassius observed with something like admiration. PURSUING KNOWLEDGE REGARDLESS OF COST TO YOU.

Makes her useful, Torvin added. BETTER THAN PEOPLE WHO CODDLE US.

“Do it,” Alistair said.

He closed his eyes. Felt the familiar internal landscape…his own consciousness surrounded by ancestral presences like wolves circling wounded prey. Lysander’s presence hovered closest, strongest, most hostile. Contemptuous. Eager.

Father, Alistair thought. I’m inviting you forward. Consciously. Deliberately. I need your strategic mind. Come forward.

Lysander LUNGED.

Not the gentle cooperation of Cassius. Not even Torvin’s martial efficiency. Lysander came forward like an invasion…hostile takeover barely controlled by the technicality of invitation. Flooding Alistair’s consciousness with contemptuous brilliance, sharp tactical thinking that felt like blades sliding between his thoughts.

The world shifted.

Alistair felt himself receding. Not gone. Not blackout. But pushed back. Passenger in his own body while his father drove. His face changed.

Alistair could feel it happening. Bone structure shifting. Jaw hardening. Cheekbones sharpening into the cruel aristocratic lines that had made Lysander Vale feared across three territories. His mouth twisted into an expression he’d never worn…contemptuous amusement at human weakness.

Elena made a sound. Choked noise of horror.

“Remarkable,” Anya said. Writing rapidly. “Complete facial overlay in under ten seconds. Voice modulation will follow…”

“The Blackwood situation,” Lysander said through Alistair’s mouth. His father’s voice. Cold. Analytical. Utterly without mercy. “Requires demonstration of strength. Not military engagement…that’s what they want. Provocation to justify formal complaint. Instead, economic strangulation.”

Alistair tried to speak. Couldn’t. His mouth moved but Lysander controlled the words. His hands gestured but Lysander directed the movements. His body sat in the chair but his father wore it like comfortable clothing.

STOP, Alistair thought. This is MY body.

Is it? Lysander challenged. YOU INVITED ME FORWARD. GAVE ME PERMISSION. ACCESS. GROUND. NOW YOU’RE SURPRISED I’M USING IT?

“Use the whaling fleet advantage,” Lysander continued, speaking to Anya as if she were a war council. “Undercut their trade routes. Make them bleed gold instead of blood. Cut off their northern suppliers. Force them to sail three times the distance for half the catch. Within six months, Blackwood’s merchant houses will be pressuring their lord to cease hostilities.”

The strategic thinking was brilliant. Cold. Ruthless. Exactly the kind of calculation that had made Lysander one of the territory’s most effective…and most hated…lords.

And Alistair could feel it all. Could feel his father’s contempt for human weakness. His satisfaction at finding pressure points. His joy in calculated cruelty disguised as strategy.

This is what you were, Alistair thought with horror. This is what you ENJOYED.

OF COURSE I ENJOYED IT, Lysander said. POWER IS MEANT TO BE USED. ENEMIES ARE MEANT TO BE CRUSHED. THAT’S WHAT RULING MEANS. AND YOU’RE FINALLY LEARNING.

“Fascinating,” Anya said. Still writing. Clinical detachment even as she watched a dead man animate a living body. “Personality overlay complete. Strategic thinking foreign to host’s normal patterns. Physical transformation advancing…”

“He’s been possessed three minutes,” Elena interrupted. Voice shaking. “How long until Alistair can reclaim control?”

“He can TRY any time,” Lysander said with amusement. “Whether he SUCCEEDS is another question entirely.”

Theron moved closer. Medical observation overriding fear. “Pulse elevated. Breathing shallow. Skin temperature dropping. This is putting extreme stress on his system.”

“Because I’M using it efficiently,” Lysander said. “Instead of wasting resources on sentiment and hesitation like he does. The body works better when someone competent drives.”

Alistair felt rage building. This was HIS body. HIS consciousness. HIS life. And his father was using it like a puppet.

GET OUT, Alistair thought with force.

Make me, Lysander challenged. The battle began.

Not intellectual debate. Not negotiation. Pure warfare for control of one body.

Alistair PUSHED against Lysander’s presence. Felt it like trying to move a mountain with bare hands. His father had filled every space, occupied every territory, claimed every inch of consciousness that Alistair had voluntarily surrendered.

NO, Lysander said. Simple refusal. I’M COMFORTABLE HERE. I’M STAYING.

Alistair pushed harder. Felt something in his chest twist. Physical pain accompanying mental warfare. His right palm burned where the spiral scar carved itself deeper.

“He’s fighting,” Anya observed. Writing faster. “Internal struggle visible in facial expressions. Features shifting between father and son. Battle for dominance…”

Lysander LAUGHED through Alistair’s mouth. “You invited me forward, boy. Gave me permission. Ground. Access. Now you want it back? Then TAKE IT. If you’re strong enough.”

Alistair felt his body convulse. Not seizure. Warfare. Two consciousnesses trying to operate one set of muscles. His right hand clenched into fist. His left hand splayed on the table. Each controlled by different will.

Elena was crying. “Alistair. Alistair please…”

“He can’t hear you,” Lysander said cruelly. “He’s too busy losing.”

RAGE flooded through Alistair. Pure fury at his father’s contempt. At being mocked while fighting for his own existence. At the casual cruelty Lysander wielded like a familiar weapon.

He channeled that rage. Used it. PUSHED with everything he had.

And felt Lysander slip.

Just slightly. Just a fraction. But ground reclaimed.

Interesting, Lysander said. ANGER makes you stronger. Emotion gives you leverage. I didn’t account for that.

Alistair kept pushing. Felt his face shifting back toward his own features. Felt his voice beginning to return. Felt consciousness territory being reclaimed inch by bloody inch.

But Lysander fought back.

The spiral scar on Alistair’s palm ERUPTED in pain. Burning white-hot. Skin splitting. Blood welling up. A new scar carving itself in real-time as Lysander claimed more permanent ground.

“Medical crisis,” Theron said sharply. “His palm is bleeding. Spontaneous wound formation…”

“That’s the cost,” Anya said. Still documenting. Still observing. “New scar forming during expulsion resistance. Lysander’s claiming permanent territory.”

NO, Alistair thought. NO MORE. GET OUT.

He SHOVED with everything. All his rage. All his terror. All his desperate need to remain himself.

Lysander resisted.

Five minutes of warfare. Then eight. Then ten.

Alistair’s body shook violently. Sweat pouring despite winter cold. Elena was begging someone to stop this. Theron was calling for restraints. Anya just kept writing, documenting every horrible second.

And finally…FINALLY…Alistair felt Lysander give ground.

Not surrender. Strategic retreat. His father pulling back like water draining from consciousness, leaving Alistair gasping and shaking but HIMSELF again.

Alistair collapsed forward onto the table. Breathing like he’d run miles. His right palm was bleeding freely now, new scar burning across his wrist. His face felt raw, like he’d been beaten. His chest ached with phantom wounds from internal combat.

“Twelve minutes,” Anya said. Voice steady. Professional. “Hostile ancestor resisted expulsion for twelve minutes. Host eventually succeeded through sustained force of will, but at significant cost.”

Alistair couldn’t speak. Could barely breathe. Just focused on being HIMSELF. On having his own face. His own voice. His own consciousness without his father riding every thought. Elena was beside him instantly. Hands on his shoulders. “Alistair. Look at me. Are you yourself?”

He looked up. Met her eyes. Saw terror there. Terror that maybe he WASN’T himself anymore. That maybe Lysander had won and she was talking to a father-shaped thing wearing her husband’s skin.

“Me,” Alistair managed. “It’s me. Lysander’s… back down.”

“Your palm,” Theron said. Already moving with medical supplies. “Let me see it.”

Alistair held out his right hand. The new scar was still bleeding, carved across his wrist in a pattern that matched the spiral on his palm. Twelve scars now. Three new ones from this morning alone.

Theron cleaned the wound with practiced efficiency. “This will scar permanently. Like the others. Each invitation costs you flesh as well as consciousness.”

“Accelerated progression confirmed,” Anya said. Still writing. “Hostile ancestors resist expulsion violently. Create new scars during resistance. Claim permanent territory even when ultimately expelled.” She looked at Alistair directly. “You succeeded. But the cost was extreme. I don’t recommend inviting Lysander again without better expulsion techniques.”

“I don’t recommend inviting him at all,” Elena said. Voice shaking with anger and fear. “That was horrific. He was GONE. He was my husband’s father wearing my husband’s face, mocking us, refusing to leave…”

“But he DID leave,” Anya interrupted. Clinical. “Eventually. Through sustained effort. The technique works even on hostile ancestors. It’s just… expensive.”

Expensive, Alistair thought bitterly. That’s one word for it.

TOLD YOU, Lysander said. Quieter now but still smug. I’M NOT YOUR SERVANT. I’M YOUR REPLACEMENT. EVERY INVITATION PROVES THAT.

Alistair’s hands trembled as Theron wrapped the bleeding wrist. His face still felt wrong. His chest ached. His consciousness felt bruised, like tissue recovering from violence.

“How many more times?” Elena asked Anya. “How many more invitations before Lysander becomes impossible to expel?”

Anya consulted her translation notes. “Celdric’s records suggest hostile ancestors become nearly uncontrollable after seven to ten uses. Cooperative ancestors like Cassius allow twenty or more invitations before dominance issues emerge.”

Seven uses.

Alistair had just burned one.

Six more times he could risk inviting Lysander before his father became permanent.

And there were three other voices. All wanting invitation. All offering strength. All competing to be the consciousness he relied on most.

A knock at the library door shattered the moment.

One of Elena’s handmaids entered, looking distressed. “My lady. My lord. I apologize for the interruption, but Lord Gareth is here. Demands immediate audience. He says it’s urgent. Border crisis.”

Lysander’s strategic calculations flashed through Alistair’s thoughts. Leftover echoes of possession. Border crisis. Exactly the kind of situation where Torvin’s combat instincts would be valuable.

The temptation hit like a physical blow.

Invite Torvin. Handle the crisis using warrior knowledge. Prove the technique’s value. Show everyone that tactical possession WORKED.

But that would mean fourth invitation today. Fourth scar. More ground surrendered.

“No,” Alistair said aloud. “I’ll handle it myself.”

MISTAKE, Lysander said. You’re exhausted. Bleeding. Features still shifting. Gareth will see weakness. Better to invite Torvin. Show strength instead of this pathetic vulnerability.

“Myself,” Alistair repeated.

He stood. Legs shaking. Theron moved to steady him but Alistair waved him off. Had to prove he could still function. Still rule. Still be LORD despite the curse eating him alive.

Elena’s expression showed disbelief. “You can barely stand.”

“I can stand well enough.” Alistair looked at Anya. “Continue translation. Find Celdric’s expulsion techniques. I need to get better at reclaiming control before I practice again.”

“Agreed,” Anya said. Already pulling out journals. Professional focus never wavering. “I’ll have preliminary techniques extracted by tonight.”

Alistair left the library. Each step felt like walking through mud. The voices argued in his skull…Lysander mocking his weakness, Torvin offering combat strength, Cassius suggesting diplomatic approaches, Rowaan whispering beneath them all.

Twelve scars now. Three new ones from this morning’s practice.

The technique worked. Let him access ancestral knowledge. Weaponize the curse.

But the cost was exactly what Anya had documented…accelerated transformation, strengthened ancestors, pieces of himself disappearing with every invitation.

And now Gareth waited with crisis that would test whether Alistair could still govern without surrendering to the voices screaming in his skull.

The spiral scar burned.

The voices argued.

And somewhere ahead, another choice loomed…handle the crisis himself or invite yet another ancestor forward.### ACT 5: CRISIS Gareth was pacing the solar like a caged wolf when they arrived. The Lord of Greyvale turned at their entrance, and his expression shifted immediately…recognition of Alistair’s state. Still recovering from the double possession. Features not quite settled back to baseline. Moving with exhaustion that made him look drunk. “Lord Vale.” Gareth’s voice held careful neutrality. “You look… unwell.” “Border situation,” Alistair said, bypassing pleasantries. Lowering himself into a chair before his legs gave out. “What happened?” Gareth glanced at Elena, then back at Alistair. Political calculation visible…how much to reveal to a lord who’d just been possessed twice in one morning. “Blackwood raiders hit Greyvale’s eastern border at dawn. Burned two fishing villages. Took livestock. Left Vale territorial markers destroyed and Blackwood colors planted.” Gareth’s jaw tightened. “They’re not even pretending it’s accident anymore. This is open provocation.” TOLD YOU, Lysander said with satisfaction. ESCALATION WAS INEVITABLE. AND YOU’RE SITTING HERE EXHAUSTED INSTEAD OF INVITING ME FORWARD TO PLAN RESPONSE. Invite Torvin, Torvin growled. COMBAT RESPONSE. SHOW BLACKWOOD WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THEY RAID VALE TERRITORY. “Casualties?” Alistair asked. “Four dead. Three wounded. Villagers scattered.” Gareth’s expression darkened. “My lord, this cannot stand. Blackwood is testing whether you’re capable of defending Vale territory. If we don’t respond…” “They’ll escalate further,” Alistair finished. Lysander’s strategic thinking still echoing. “How many raiders?” “Scout reports estimate twenty to thirty men. Professional soldiers, not opportunistic bandits. This was coordinated military action.” Elena moved to the window. “How long until they cross back into Blackwood territory?” “Already gone. Fast boats, coordinated withdrawal. They hit at dawn specifically…knew they’d have hours before word reached Castle Vale.” Smart, Cassius observed. PROFESSIONAL RAID. MAXIMUM DAMAGE, MINIMAL EXPOSURE. THEY’RE TESTING YOUR RESPONSE CAPABILITY. And you’re too exhausted to mount effective response, Lysander added mockingly. BECAUSE YOU WASTED YOUR STRENGTH ON PRACTICE SESSIONS INSTEAD OF ACTUAL GOVERNANCE. Alistair’s hands trembled slightly. The latest scar still burned on his wrist. His face felt wrong…like wearing a mask that didn’t quite fit anymore. “Options,” he said. Gareth studied him. “Military response requires immediate mobilization. But…” He paused. “My lord, you’re in no condition to lead men. Not right now. And any response without you personally commanding will look weak.”

WEAK? Torvin roared. I’LL SHOW YOU WEAK.

Alistair felt it coming half a second before it happened. Felt Torvin SURGE forward without invitation. Without permission. Just violent takeover attempt while Alistair was exhausted and vulnerable.

NO, Alistair thought. INVITED ONLY. The technique requires invitation…

FUCK YOUR TECHNIQUE, Torvin snarled. YOU’RE TOO WEAK TO HANDLE THIS. LET ME DRIVE.

The world tilted.

Alistair’s body convulsed. Not seizure. Warfare. Torvin trying to force possession while Alistair was already depleted from expelling Lysander.

“My lord?” Gareth’s voice seemed distant. “What’s…Elena, something’s wrong…”

Alistair’s right hand shot out. Grabbed the chair arm with Torvin’s grip. Knuckles white. Body rigid with internal combat.

GET BACK, Alistair thought. Fighting. Pushing. But he was so TIRED. So depleted. And Torvin was FRESH. Eager. Pushing with three centuries of martial aggression.

I’M HELPING YOU, Torvin insisted. YOU NEED MILITARY COMMAND. I’M PROVIDING IT. STOP RESISTING.

Alistair’s face shifted. Jaw hardening. Eyes going cold. Features overlaying into Torvin’s aggressive configuration.

“Possession,” Elena said sharply. “Gareth, get Anya. NOW.”

But there was no time. Torvin was already speaking through Alistair’s mouth. “Mobilize forces. Fifty men. Dawn raid on Blackwood supply depot north of…”

NO, Alistair thought with everything he had. NO UNINVITED POSSESSION.

He SHOVED against Torvin’s presence. Felt something in his chest tear. Physical pain accompanying mental warfare. The scars on his hands erupted in burning agony.

Torvin fought back. THREE HUNDRED YEARS OF COMBAT EXPERIENCE. YOU THINK YOUR TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS CAN MATCH THAT?

Alistair didn’t match it. Couldn’t. But he had something Torvin didn’t…desperation born from watching his son’s terror. From feeling Elena’s grief. From knowing every piece of ground surrendered was piece he’d never reclaim.

He channeled that desperation. Used it like a weapon.

GET. OUT.

His body convulsed again. Gareth backing away, hand on sword like he might need to restrain Alistair physically. Elena’s face pale with horror.

And finally…FINALLY…Torvin retreated.

Not expelled. Not defeated. Just… strategic withdrawal. Pulling back while laughing internally at how much ground he’d claimed during the attempt.

Alistair collapsed forward. Breathing like he’d run miles. His hands shaking so violently he couldn’t control them. His face raw from the rapid transformation and reversal.

“What,” Gareth said carefully, “was that?”

“Uninvited possession attempt,” Alistair managed. “Torvin tried to take control without permission.”

“Can they DO that?” Elena’s voice shook. “You said the technique requires invitation…”

“Usually.” Alistair wiped sweat from his face. “But I’m weak. Exhausted. Defenses down. Torvin saw an opening and attacked.”

They’re getting STRONGER, Cassius observed. More aggressive. More willing to violate the invitation protocol.

Because you’re getting WEAKER, Lysander added. Every expulsion costs you defensive capability. Eventually they won’t need invitations at all.

Gareth was staring at him with something between horror and calculation. “My lord. If the ancestors can possess you WITHOUT your permission…”

“Then the technique is more dangerous than we thought,” Alistair finished. “Yes.” The silence stretched. Gareth processing implications. Elena already understanding them.

“So the curse is evolving,” Gareth said finally. “Getting worse. More aggressive.”

“Or I’m getting weaker,” Alistair corrected. “Making it easier for them to push through.”

“Either way…” Gareth moved toward the door. “My lord, I mean no disrespect, but this changes calculations. If you can be possessed WITHOUT warning, WITHOUT control… that’s a threat to everyone around you.”

“I know.”

“Blackwood will know too. Within days. This kind of information spreads.” Gareth’s expression was careful. Political. “They’ll use it. Claim you’re too unstable to rule. That Vale needs protection from its own lord.”

And they’ll be RIGHT, Lysander said. You ARE unstable. You ARE dangerous. That’s what the curse DOES.

But admitting it loses you everything, Cassius warned. Territory. Authority. Family.

“Four hours,” Alistair repeated. “Give me four hours to recover. Then we plan proper response to Blackwood’s raid. Calculated. Strategic. Showing I’m still capable of governance.”

Gareth nodded slowly. “Four hours. But after that… my lord, if another episode happens during military planning, I’ll have to report it. For Vale’s protection.”

“Understood.”

After Gareth left, Elena turned on Alistair with barely controlled fury. “That was TERRIFYING. He just… took you. No warning. No invitation. Just violation.”

“He saw weakness,” Alistair said. “Exploited it.”

“And the next time? What if it’s during council meeting? During dinner with Corwin? What if Torvin takes over while you’re holding our son?”

The image hit like a blade. Corwin in his arms. Torvin forcing forward. The terror on his son’s face.

“I’ll be more careful,” Alistair said. “Maintain defenses. Never let exhaustion compromise…”

“You CAN’T always maintain defenses!” Elena’s voice cracked. “You’re human. You get tired. You get weak. And every time you do, they’ll attack. That’s the reality now.”

SHE’S RIGHT, Rowaan whispered. TECHNIQUE… CHANGED… DYNAMICS… MADE… ANCESTORS… AGGRESSIVE…

“Then I practice the expulsion techniques Anya found,” Alistair said. “Get better at defending. Stronger at resisting.”

“Or you stop using the technique entirely,” Elena countered. “Stop inviting them. Stop giving them ground.”

“And lose access to knowledge that lets me govern effectively? Lose Lysander’s strategic mind when facing Blackwood threats? Lose Torvin’s combat expertise when military crisis demands response?”

“Lose yourself slower,” Elena finished. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” He left before she could argue further. Made his way to the guest chambers…still sleeping separately from Elena, still keeping distance from Corwin. Each step felt like walking through water. The voices argued the entire way. Lysander mocking his weakness. Torvin offering combat strength. Cassius suggesting diplomatic solutions. Rowaan whispering that all choices led to same destination. Alistair reached his chamber. Locked the door. Collapsed onto the bed. His right palm burned…twelve scars now, spiral scar surrounded by individual marks that had multiplied faster than he could count. Each one a memory doorway. Each one a piece of himself surrendered. Three new scars from one morning’s practice. How many more before he disappeared completely? Sleep pulled at him. But sleep meant nightmares. Sleep meant ancestors flooding forward while his defenses were down. Unless he invited someone forward deliberately. Let them stand watch while he rested. Cassius maybe…diplomatic presence, less hostile than the others. NO, Alistair thought. No invitations. Rest naturally. Recover naturally. Maintain as much ground as possible. But Lysander’s strategic thinking still echoed. Plans for military response. Economic warfare. Psychological manipulation of Blackwood’s expectations. And Torvin’s combat instincts offered tactical formations. Attack points. Ways to turn Blackwood’s raid into their own disaster. The knowledge was there. Useful. Powerful. Available any time Alistair chose to invite them forward. That was the horror of it. The technique worked. Gave him access to twenty generations of expertise. Made him stronger, smarter, more capable. While steadily erasing everything that made him himself. Fifteen years, Celdric had managed. Alistair had used the technique twice and already felt pieces of himself dissolving. He closed his eyes. Let exhaustion pull him under. Hoped sleep would come without nightmares. The voices argued in darkness. The scars burned. And somewhere in Castle Vale, Anya continued translating Celdric’s journals…extracting more techniques, more management strategies, more ways to weaponize the curse while accelerating its consumption. * * *



ACT 6: NIGHT CALCULATIONS

Alistair woke four hours later to lamplight and Elena sitting beside his bed. He didn’t remember her entering. Didn’t remember falling asleep. Just darkness and then sudden awareness with his wife watching him with an expression he couldn’t read. “Bad dreams?” she asked quietly. “Always.” Alistair sat up. Felt marginally better…not recovered, but functional. The trembling had stopped. His face felt more like his own. “How long was I out?” “Four hours exactly. Anya came by twice to check on you. Wanted to observe sleep patterns.” Elena’s voice held something bitter. “I told her you needed rest more than observation.” “She’s trying to help.” “She’s treating you like a research subject.” Elena stood, moved to the window. “I know we need her. I know the technique might work. I just…” She trailed off. “What?” “I hate watching you disappear by choice.” She turned to face him. “The curse was taking you anyway. But now you’re inviting it. Accelerating it. Choosing to lose yourself faster.” Because it buys functional time, Cassius said. FIFTEEN YEARS VERSUS THREE MONTHS. THAT’S THE CALCULATION. And because he has no other options, Lysander added. THE CURSE HAS NO CURE. ONLY MANAGEMENT. THIS IS BEST MANAGEMENT AVAILABLE. “Gareth sent word,” Elena continued. “Blackwood hasn’t moved. No second raid. Scouts report their forces pulled back across border. They’re waiting to see how you respond.” “Good.” Alistair stood. Still shaky but improving. “That means they’re nervous. Wondering what we know. What we’re planning.” “What ARE we planning?” “To make them more nervous.” Alistair moved to the desk. Found parchment and ink. “Send word to Gareth. No military response yet. Instead, economic pressure. I want the whaling fleet to establish presence in contested waters. Not aggressive…just visible. Show Blackwood we’re not intimidated.” YOU’RE USING MY STRATEGY, Lysander observed. WITHOUT INVITING ME FORWARD. INTERESTING. Because your strategic thinking is still echoing, Alistair thought back. Residual presence from this morning’s invitation. I can access pieces of your knowledge without full invitation. FOR NOW, Lysander said. BUT THAT FADES. IN A DAY OR TWO, THE ECHOES DISAPPEAR. THEN YOU’LL NEED TO INVITE ME AGAIN IF YOU WANT MY STRATEGIC MIND. Elena watched him write. “Is that you thinking? Or is that Lysander’s influence?” “Both,” Alistair admitted. “His strategic calculations are still present. Echoes from this morning. I’m using them before they fade.” “So the technique leaves residue. Ancestral presence that lingers even after expulsion.” “Apparently.” Alistair sealed the message. “Another cost Celdric’s journals didn’t mention clearly. Or maybe they did and Anya hasn’t translated that section yet.” A knock at the door. Anya’s voice. “Lord Vale? Lady Elena? I’ve extracted more techniques. Expulsion methodologies that Celdric developed. Might reduce the effort required to reclaim control.” Elena opened the door. Anya entered carrying her ever-present journal, looking even more exhausted than this morning. She’d been translating for twelve straight hours. “You need sleep,” Elena said. “I need to finish the extraction,” Anya corrected. “These techniques matter.” She looked at Alistair. “How do you feel?” “Functional.” “Residual ancestral presence?” “Lysander’s strategic thinking is still accessible. Weaker than this morning but present.” Anya wrote rapidly. “Duration of residual presence is critical data. Celdric never specified how long echoes persist.” She flipped to a marked page. “The expulsion techniques…three primary methods. First: Mental Compartmentalization. Creating internal barriers between your consciousness and theirs. Second: Anchor Points. Maintaining touchstones of identity that ancestors can’t access. Third: Ritual Expulsion. Specific mental exercises that force ancestors back.” She looked up. “All three require practice. Celdric took months to develop proficiency. But they demonstrably reduced the effort needed for expulsion.” “Reducing the cost,” Alistair said. “Somewhat.” Anya’s expression was carefully neutral. “Reducing effort, not reducing transformation. Each invitation still adds scars, still strengthens that ancestor. These techniques just make reclaiming control less exhausting.” “Less exhausting means more sustainable use,” Elena said quietly. “Which means more invitations. Which accelerates transformation anyway.” Anya didn’t argue. Just documented the observation. The three of them stood in lamplight…possessed lord, exhausted wife, clinical translator…all recognizing the trap. Every solution created new problems. Every technique that helped also hurt. Every management strategy accelerated the thing being managed. “There’s something else in the journals,” Anya said. “Celdric’s later volumes. Year twenty onward.” She hesitated…first time Alistair had seen her uncertain about sharing information. “He documents a shift. Where tactical possession becomes… something else. Where invitation becomes collaboration becomes integration.” “Meaning?” Alistair asked. “Meaning the ancestors he invited most frequently didn’t just take ground. They merged. Became part of his baseline consciousness. He stopped needing to invite them because they were already present. Always there. Integrated into his identity.” The room went cold. “So the technique ends with complete fusion,” Elena said. “Not possession. Not even shared consciousness. Complete integration. Becoming something hybrid.” “Celdric’s final journal entries…” Anya flipped to the end of her notes. “Multiple handwriting styles in single paragraphs. Switching between first person and first person plural. Referring to himself as ‘we’ more than ‘I.’ He became something collective. Multiple consciousnesses sharing single body.” That’s the goal, Lysander said quietly. THAT’S ALWAYS BEEN THE GOAL. NOT HOSTILE TAKEOVER. TRANSFORMATION. BECOMING MORE THAN JUST YOURSELF. Or losing yourself completely, Cassius countered. DEPENDING ON PERSPECTIVE. “How long did Celdric live after full integration?” Alistair asked. “Twelve years. Died at sixty-four from natural causes. Ruled effectively until the end.” Anya met his eyes. “According to historical records, late-stage Celdric was brilliant. Unnaturally so. Strategic genius. Diplomatic savant. Military tactician. As if he had access to twenty generations of expertise simultaneously.” “Because he did,” Elena said. “Because he wasn’t Celdric anymore. He was all of them.” The spiral scar burned. Twelve scars total now. Twelve pieces of ancestral ground claimed. Two uses of the technique and Alistair could already feel the shift. Could feel Lysander’s strategic thinking lingering as residual presence. Could feel Cassius’s diplomatic instincts becoming easier to access. Integration beginning. Even now. Even this early. “Continue the translation,” Alistair said. “Extract the expulsion techniques. The mental compartmentalization methods. Anything that helps maintain distinction between my consciousness and theirs.” “It won’t work forever,” Anya warned. “Celdric’s journals make that clear. Integration is inevitable once you start using tactical possession. The question is just how long you can delay it.” “Then we delay as long as possible.” Anya nodded. Already returning to work mode. “I’ll have preliminary expulsion exercises ready by morning. You should practice them before next invitation.” She left. Elena stayed. “Corwin asked about you today,” Elena said quietly. “Asked when Papa would read him stories again. When Papa would play with him.” The words hit like blades. “What did you tell him?” “That Papa is fighting very hard to stay with us.” Elena’s voice cracked slightly. “That Papa loves him more than anything. That the voices make it hard for Papa to be himself.” Alistair thought about Corwin. Five years old. Too young to understand curse mechanics. Too young to comprehend why his father looked different, sounded different, sometimes looked at him with eyes that held no recognition. In Celdric’s timeline…fifteen functional years…Corwin would be twenty when Alistair finally completed integration. Old enough to remember his father. Old enough to understand what had been lost. If Alistair managed fifteen years. If the technique worked that long. If he didn’t lose himself faster than Celdric had. “I should see him,” Alistair said. “Not tonight.” Elena’s voice was firm. “Not when you’re recovering from double possession. Not when you still have Lysander’s residue. Tomorrow. When you’re more yourself.” She was right. Corwin didn’t need to see his father with ancestral echoes still present. Didn’t need more nightmares. “Tomorrow,” Alistair agreed. Elena moved to leave, paused at the door. “The technique works. I saw it work. You had access to knowledge that helped. Strategies that solved problems.” She looked back at him. “But I’m watching you disappear. Piece by piece. Choice by choice. And I don’t know how to stop it.” “You can’t stop it,” Alistair said. “You can only witness it.” After she left, Alistair stood at the window. Watched winter stars above Castle Vale. Felt four voices arguing in his skull…debating next moves, competing for his attention, offering their strengths in exchange for ground. Twelve scars. Three invitations. Already transforming faster than expected. Somewhere in the castle, Anya worked through the night extracting more techniques. More ways to manage the curse while accelerating integration. Somewhere below, Corwin slept in his small bed, dreaming of a father who’d become a monster. Somewhere in the darkness, Elena lay awake counting costs and losses. And Alistair stood in lamplight realizing that every choice he made now…invitation or resistance, technique or refusal, management or collapse…led to the same destination.



In the library below, Anya had not stopped working. Three candles burned low around Celdric’s journals. The castle had gone quiet hours ago. She hadn’t noticed. She turned a page.# THE FIRST EMPYREAN ## CHAPTER 9: THE TECHNIQUE



ACT 1: EXPULSION METHODS

Morning came too soon. Alistair woke to find Elena already gone, probably organizing the household, managing politics he couldn’t focus on anymore. The tenth scar had appeared overnight. Right forearm, thin line burning like fresh brand. Three invitations in two days. Ten scars total. Transformation accelerating exactly as Anya had predicted. He sat up. Felt how wrong his body was becoming. Taller. More muscular but in ways that felt alien. Face shifting when he caught his reflection, sharper features, colder eyes. Less himself every morning. YOU’RE LOOKING MORE LIKE ME EVERY DAY, Lysander observed with satisfaction. GIVE IT ANOTHER WEEK AND PEOPLE WON’T BE ABLE TO TELL THE DIFFERENCE. That’s the problem, Alistair thought. THAT’S THE GOAL, Lysander corrected. YOU’RE JUST TOO STUBBORN TO ACCEPT IT YET. A knock at the door. Anya’s efficient rhythm. “Lord Vale. I’ve extracted Celdric’s expulsion techniques. We should begin practice immediately.” Alistair dressed. Found clothes that fit his changing frame, servants had adjusted his wardrobe twice already. Every morning brought new measurements, new alterations, new evidence of transformation that couldn’t be hidden. He opened the door. Anya stood with her ever-present journal, looking exhausted but focused. Three days of near-constant translation work showed in the dark circles under her eyes. “You need sleep,” Alistair said. “I need to finish the extraction.” She moved past him into the chamber. “The expulsion techniques are critical. Each invitation makes reclaiming control harder. These methods can reduce that difficulty, buy you more sustainable use.” She spread documents across his desk. Pages of Old Tongue with her annotated translations. Diagrams showing mental compartmentalization techniques. Ritual exercises for forcing ancestors back. “Celdric developed three primary methods,” Anya said, organizing the papers. “Mental Compartmentalization, creating internal barriers. Anchor Points, maintaining identity touchstones. And Ritual Expulsion, specific mental exercises. All three require daily practice, but they demonstrably reduced his expulsion effort.” She looked up at him. “Sit. We’re practicing now.” BOSSY, Torvin observed. I LIKE IT. She’s trying to help, Cassius defended. LET HER WORK. Alistair sat. Anya positioned herself across from him, journal ready for observation. “Mental Compartmentalization first,” she said. “Celdric describes it as creating walls between your consciousness and theirs. Not blocking them out, that’s impossible. Creating boundaries. Defined spaces where you exist and they don’t.” “How?” “Close your eyes. Visualize your consciousness as physical space. Then visualize the ancestors as separate presences. Give them forms, doesn’t matter what forms, just something distinct. Then build walls. Mental architecture separating you from them.” THIS SOUNDS LIKE MYSTICAL NONSENSE, Lysander said. CELDRIC WAS A SCHOLAR, NOT A MYSTIC. But Cassius sounded thoughtful. VISUALIZATION TECHNIQUES HAVE HISTORICAL PRECEDENT. MENTAL DISCIPLINE TO MANAGE PSYCHOLOGICAL STRAIN. Alistair closed his eyes. Tried to visualize his own consciousness. Saw… what? A room? A space? Something dark and crowded with presences. The ancestors manifested immediately. Lysander sharp and contemptuous, Torvin violent and restless, Rowaan ancient and alien, Cassius diplomatic and careful. Not physical forms exactly. Just presences. Personalities occupying space that should have been his alone. Now build walls, he thought. Separate them from me. Nothing happened. Try harder, Anya said from outside his visualization. “Celdric emphasizes this takes practice. Weeks to develop proficiency. Start simple, just one wall between you and one ancestor.” Alistair focused on Lysander. The strongest, most hostile presence. Tried to visualize a wall between them. YOU CAN’T WALL ME OUT, Lysander said. I’M ALREADY INSIDE. HAVE BEEN SINCE THE RITUAL. YOU CAN’T SEPARATE WHAT’S ALREADY MERGED. But slowly, so slowly, something formed. Not a real wall. Just… distinction. Space between Alistair’s thoughts and Lysander’s contempt. Thin boundary that didn’t block anything but created definition. “I feel something,” Alistair said. “Not blocking. Just… boundary.” “That’s correct,” Anya confirmed, writing. “Compartmentalization isn’t blocking. It’s creating psychological distinction. Making their presence feel separate from yours instead of merged. With practice, that separation becomes stronger.” How long did it take Celdric to master this? Cassius asked. “Six months of daily practice,” Anya said, answering the unspoken question. “But even partial proficiency helps. Any boundary is better than complete merger.” Alistair opened his eyes. The thin mental boundary dissolved immediately, couldn’t maintain it without focused concentration. “That’s normal,” Anya assured him. “Initial attempts only last seconds. With daily practice, you’ll maintain boundaries for minutes. Eventually hours. Eventually as baseline state.” “Eventually I won’t need them because I’ll be completely possessed,” Alistair said. Anya didn’t sugarcoat it. “Yes. But this buys functional time. That’s what we’re fighting for, maximum functional time before integration becomes complete.” She flipped to another document. “Anchor Points. Celdric’s second technique. Maintaining identity touchstones that ancestors can’t access. Memories, sensations, experiences that are purely yours. Things they can’t contaminate.” “Like what?” “Corwin,” Elena said from the doorway. Both of them turned. Neither had heard her enter. She stood there watching them work, expression unreadable. Hovering at the threshold rather than entering fully. Anya noted that. The hesitation. The way Elena positioned herself for easy retreat. “Corwin,” Elena repeated, moving closer but still maintaining distance from Alistair. “Your son. That’s an anchor point. They can’t share that. Can’t claim those memories. That love is yours alone.” SHE’S RIGHT, Cassius said quietly. THE BOY IS PURELY YOURS. WE HAVE NO CONNECTION TO HIM. WE WILL EVENTUALLY, Lysander said darkly. WHEN THE CURSE PASSES TO HIM. WHEN HE PERFORMS THE RITUAL. THEN HE’LL BE OURS TOO. “Corwin is a perfect anchor,” Anya confirmed, documenting. She shifted her chair slightly closer to Alistair as she wrote. Not obvious. Just natural movement. Closing the space that Elena kept opening. “But you need multiple points. Experiences unique to you. Relationships, memories, sensations that define your identity separate from ancestral influence.” “Elena,” Alistair said. Looking at his wife. “You’re an anchor. Our marriage. Everything we’ve shared.” “I should be,” Elena said quietly. Something in her voice suggested doubt. “But am I still? Or have they contaminated that too?” The question hung in the air. Elena’s uncertainty. Her fear that even their marriage had been invaded. Anya watched Alistair’s face. Watched the pain there. The loneliness of hearing his wife question whether she could still be his touchstone. WE HAVEN’T TOUCHED YOUR MARRIAGE, Cassius said defensively. THAT’S BEEN SACRED. YET, Lysander corrected. WE HAVEN’T TOUCHED IT YET. BUT EVERY INTIMACY ALISTAIR SHARES WHILE WE’RE PRESENT BECOMES SOMETHING WE WITNESS. SOMETHING WE KNOW. EVENTUALLY NOTHING WILL BE PRIVATE. “That’s why anchor points matter,” Anya said, already writing in her journal. “Maintaining spaces they haven’t accessed. Experiences they haven’t witnessed. Pure identity untouched by possession.” She made a careful note. Then another. Her attention was on the page, not on him. Documenting. Always documenting. She pulled out the final document. “Ritual Expulsion. Celdric’s third technique. Specific mental exercises to force ancestors back. He documented twelve different rituals. I’ve translated the three most effective.” The door opened again. Maester Theron this time, looking concerned. “My lord. Lord Gareth is here. Border intelligence. Says it’s urgent.” Alistair stood. Felt the weight of ten scars, five voices, transformation accelerating. “How urgent?” “Very, my lord. Blackwood forces are moving.” He hadn’t learned the third technique. Ritual Expulsion. The one Celdric had called most effective. He’d managed walls and anchor points and nothing else before the world demanded he use what he’d barely started learning.





ACT 2: BORDER CRISIS

The solar had become war room. Gareth stood over a table spread with maps, markers showing Vale and Blackwood territories. His expression was grim. Behind him, two scouts waited, travel-stained, exhausted. “Three hundred men,” Gareth said without preamble. “Moving toward our eastern border. Not raiders this time. Full military column. Supply wagons. Siege equipment. This is invasion force.” Alistair studied the map. Felt Lysander surge forward, strategic calculations flooding through. Torvin pushing behind him, combat assessments, tactical analysis. DON’T RESIST, Lysander urged. YOU NEED OUR EXPERTISE RIGHT NOW. LET US HELP. “When did they start moving?” Alistair asked. His own voice. His own question. “Dawn yesterday. Scout reports put them two days from the border. Maybe three if weather slows them.” Gareth looked at Alistair directly. “My lord, you need to mobilize now. Full defensive positions. Recall vassals’ forces. We’re outnumbered three to one if they bring full strength.” Elena had followed them to the solar. Now she stood beside Alistair, studying the map with political calculation. “This is formal war. Not border raids. Blackwood is making territorial claim.” “Or testing whether we’ll fold,” Anya said from the doorway. When had she followed? “Military pressure during leadership instability. Classic political calculation.” SMART, Cassius observed. THEY THINK YOU’RE WEAK. THINK POSSESSION MAKES YOU VULNERABLE. THEY’RE GAMBLING YOU WON’T MOUNT EFFECTIVE DEFENSE. AND THEY MIGHT BE RIGHT, Lysander added. UNLESS YOU LET ME PLAN THIS PROPERLY. “Defense positions,” Alistair said. Making decisions. His decisions. “Gareth, recall Lord Alwyn’s forces. Coordinate with Lord Rodrick. I want every available fighter on the eastern border within forty-eight hours.” “My lord.” Gareth moved immediately, gesturing to the scouts. “What about mercenaries?” Elena asked. “The companies we hired for festival security. Are they still contracted?” USE ME, Lysander urged. LET ME CALCULATE FORCE ALLOCATIONS. STRATEGIC POSITIONING. YOU’RE WASTING TIME THINKING THROUGH WHAT I ALREADY KNOW. “Still contracted,” Alistair confirmed. Ignoring Lysander’s pressure. “Three companies. Roughly ninety men. Not enough to match Blackwood’s numbers but enough to reinforce critical positions.” Theron was studying him. “My lord, you’re…” He paused. “Your face is shifting. Even while we’re talking. Are you…?” “I’m myself,” Alistair said. “They’re offering advice. I’m not taking it.” YET, Lysander said. BUT YOU WILL. WHEN THE PRESSURE INCREASES. WHEN LIVES ARE AT STAKE. WHEN BEING STUBBORN MEANS PEOPLE DIE. Anya moved to the map. “Blackwood’s supply lines will be extended. Three hundred men need constant provisioning. If you could interdict their supply wagons…” “We’d force withdrawal without direct engagement,” Alistair finished. Lysander’s strategy. Echoing through his thoughts. “Starve them out instead of fighting them.” “Exactly,” Anya said. “And with your whaling fleet’s mobility, you could…” She stopped. Looked at him. “That’s not your strategy. That’s ancestral thinking.” “It’s good strategy,” Elena said quietly. “Does it matter whose idea it was?” YES, Cassius said. BECAUSE IF HE USES OUR STRATEGIES WITHOUT INVITING US, HE MAINTAINS MORE CONTROL. IF HE INVITES US TO STRATEGIZE, WE GAIN MORE GROUND. But the strategies themselves become less accessible without invitation, Lysander reminded him. RESIDUAL PRESENCE FADES. IN TWO DAYS, HE WON’T REMEMBER MY STRATEGIC THINKING CLEARLY ANYMORE. HE’LL NEED TO INVITE ME AGAIN TO ACCESS THIS LEVEL OF TACTICAL ANALYSIS. “I need four hours,” Alistair said. “To plan properly. To think through options.” “My lord,” Gareth protested. “Four hours is…” “Four hours to plan right instead of rushing into mistakes.” Alistair looked at the scout. “How long before Blackwood reaches our territory?” “Two days minimum, my lord. Maybe three.” “Then we have time to plan.” Alistair moved toward the door. “Gareth, coordinate defensive positions. Elena, handle political messaging to vassals. Make sure everyone understands this is formal invasion, not border skirmish. Theron…” He paused. “Be ready for casualties. We’re going to need medical preparations.” After they dispersed, Anya remained. “You’re fighting the technique use. Resisting invitation despite clear military need.” “Because every invitation costs me ground,” Alistair said. “And every military mistake costs lives.” Anya’s voice was clinical. Professional. “That’s the calculation. Your autonomy versus your people’s survival. How many deaths are worth maintaining identity?” The question hit like a blade. “Celdric’s journals address this?” Alistair asked. “Constantly. He struggled with the same calculation. Eventually…” She trailed off. “Eventually he decided that functionality mattered more than purity. That being effective while transformed was better than being himself while people died.” “And he lost himself completely.” “After thirty-two functional years.” Anya met his eyes. “How long do you think you’ll last if you refuse to use the technique? If you make military decisions without ancestral expertise?” NOT LONG, Torvin said. YOU’RE A BRILLIANT ADMINISTRATOR. DECENT STRATEGIST. BUT YOU’RE NOT A WARRIOR. NOT A MILITARY COMMANDER. THIS SITUATION NEEDS ME. “I’ll figure it out,” Alistair said. “You don’t have time to figure it out,” Anya said flatly. “Blackwood is two days away. You either use the technique and access Lysander’s strategic mind, Torvin’s combat expertise, or you improvise and hope you don’t get people killed through inexperience.” She moved toward the door. “Practice the expulsion techniques. Daily. Multiple times. Because you’re going to need them. This war is going to force invitation after invitation. The only question is whether you’ll be able to push them back out afterward.” Alistair stood alone in the solar. Stared at the map showing three hundred enemy soldiers approaching his territory. Felt five voices arguing about strategy, tactics, proper response. And felt the weight of the calculation Anya had laid out. His identity versus his people’s lives. His autonomy versus effective governance. His resistance versus the technique that would let him access twenty generations of military expertise. The tenth scar burned on his forearm. Two more would appear soon if he used the technique. How many scars until there was nothing left of himself to save? The voices argued. The map showed approaching war. And Alistair stood counting costs he couldn’t afford and choices he couldn’t avoid.







ACT 3: FIRST COMBAT USE

The practice sessions with Anya had eaten most of the morning. By afternoon, Alistair’s head felt like it was splitting, mental compartmentalization exercises, anchor point identification, ritual expulsion practice. All while five voices provided running commentary on the techniques meant to control them. THIS IS HILARIOUS, Lysander said. TEACHING YOU METHODS TO SUPPRESS US WHILE WE WATCH YOU LEARN THEM. CELDRIC WAS BRILLIANT, I’LL GIVE HIM THAT. BUT EVERY TECHNIQUE HAS COUNTER-STRATEGIES. WE’VE BEEN STUDYING THEM TOO. That’s not how this works, Cassius argued. IF HE GETS BETTER AT COMPARTMENTALIZATION, WE GET PUSHED BACK. WE DON’T GET TO “COUNTER” THAT. You’re adorably naive, Lysander said. WATCH. WHEN HE TRIES TO BUILD WALLS, WHO PROVIDES THE COMMENTARY THAT BREAKS HIS CONCENTRATION? WE DO. WE’RE INSIDE THE TECHNIQUE. WE CAN SABOTAGE FROM WITHIN. Alistair sat at his desk, massaging his temples. The voices were louder today. Clearer. More distinct. A messenger burst through the door without knocking. Young guard, out of breath. “My lord! Blackwood raiders. Small force hit the eastern border village. Lord Gareth is mobilizing response but…” “How many?” Alistair stood. “Twenty raiders, my lord. Burning homes. Gareth says it’s provocation. Making you respond before the main force arrives. Splitting your attention.” SMART, Torvin said. PROBE DEFENSES. FORCE HASTY DEPLOYMENT. CLASSIC RAIDING TACTICS. IT’S A TRAP, Lysander added. MAIN FORCE IS TWO DAYS OUT. THIS IS PSYCHOLOGICAL WARFARE. MAKING YOU LOOK WEAK IF YOU DON’T RESPOND, BUT WASTING RESOURCES IF YOU DO. “Tell Gareth to hold position,” Alistair said. “I’m coming.” The messenger fled. Alistair grabbed his sword belt, muscle memory, though he’d never been particularly skilled with blades. That was Torvin’s domain. Combat. Violence. The instincts that kept warriors alive. LET ME HANDLE THIS, Torvin urged. YOU’RE NOT A FIGHTER. I AM. INVITE ME FORWARD. LET ME DEAL WITH THE RAIDERS PROPERLY. “No,” Alistair said aloud. “I can handle this.” YOU CAN HANDLE STRATEGY, Lysander said. MAYBE. BUT COMBAT? YOU’LL GET YOURSELF KILLED BEING STUBBORN. Alistair found Gareth in the courtyard. The Lord of Greyvale had assembled twenty men, quick response force. Mounted. Armed. Ready to move. “My lord,” Gareth said, surprised to see him. “You don’t need to…” “I’m coming.” Alistair swung onto a horse. Felt how wrong the movement was, his body coordinating in ways that weren’t quite his own. Torvin’s muscle memory bleeding through. “Lead.” They rode hard. Twenty minutes to the eastern village. Smoke visible on the horizon long before they arrived, black column rising into winter sky. The raiders were still there when they crested the hill. Twenty Blackwood soldiers in gray and black, systematically burning cottages. Three bodies on the ground, villagers who’d resisted. The rest fled or hiding. Professional raid. Calculated violence. Maximum terror, minimum exposure time. AMATEURS, Torvin sneered. THEY’RE CLUSTERED. POOR POSITIONING. IF THIS WERE MY RAID, I’D HAVE SENTRIES POSTED, ESCAPE ROUTES PLANNED. THESE IDIOTS ARE JUST BURNING SHIT. Gareth looked at Alistair. “Your orders, my lord?” Alistair studied the scene. Felt Torvin pushing forward, combat instincts, tactical assessment, the violent knowledge of how to turn this raid into massacre. LET ME, Torvin urged. INVITE ME FORWARD. I’LL SHOW YOU HOW TO HIT THEM HARD. MAKE THEM AFRAID. SEND MESSAGE BACK TO BLACKWOOD THAT VALE ISN’T WEAK. “Surround them,” Alistair said. His own words. His own strategy. “Cut off retreat. We take them alive if possible.” THAT’S SOFT, Torvin snarled. KILL THEM. EVERY LAST ONE. LEAVE BODIES FOR BLACKWOOD TO FIND. THAT’S THE MESSAGE. BUT, Cassius agreed with Alistair’s approach. PRISONERS HAVE INTELLIGENCE VALUE. DEAD MEN TELL NO TALES ABOUT BLACKWOOD’S ACTUAL PLANS. Gareth’s force split. Moved to flank positions. Professional cavalry maneuvers. The raiders noticed, started organizing defense. But they were infantry. Caught in open ground. Already disadvantaged. The Vale forces closed in. Fighting started. And Alistair sat on his horse watching men die because he was too stubborn to invite the ancestor who could have made this efficient instead of ugly. A raider broke through the line. Charged straight at Alistair. Sword raised. Murder in his eyes. Torvin SURGED forward, not invited, just automatic protective reflex. Alistair’s body moved before his mind processed. Drew sword. Blocked. Countered. Blade sliding under the raider’s guard with precision Alistair didn’t possess. The raider fell. Throat opened. Blood spraying. Alistair stared at his sword. At the blood. At the man dying at his horse’s feet. THAT WAS ME, Torvin said. NOT YOU. YOU WOULD HAVE DIED. I SAVED YOUR LIFE. “Get back,” Alistair growled. Fighting internally. Pushing Torvin down. Reclaiming control that had slipped for three seconds. CAN’T, Torvin said. COMBAT REFLEX. YOU INVITED ME BY BEING IN DANGER. AUTOMATIC RESPONSE. THAT’S THE TRAP. IN CRISIS, WE COME FORWARD WHETHER YOU WANT US OR NOT. The fight ended quickly. Fifteen raiders dead. Five captured. Vale losses: three wounded, none dead. Professional result. But it had been messy. Inefficient. Deaths that didn’t need to happen because Alistair had refused Torvin’s expertise. Gareth dismounted. Looked at Alistair. Looked at the dead raider at his feet. “That was… good swordwork, my lord. Very good. Didn’t know you had those skills.” “I don’t,” Alistair said. Understanding flashed across Gareth’s face. “Ah. The voices.” “One of them.” Alistair dismounted. Felt his hands shaking. The brief combat possession had left aftershocks. Torvin’s presence still stronger than baseline, pushing, urging, wanting more violence. “How bad are the village losses?” “Three dead. Five cottages burned. Livestock taken.” Gareth gestured to the prisoners. “What do we do with these?” KILL THEM, Torvin urged. EXAMPLE TO THE OTHERS. “Interrogate them,” Alistair said. “Find out what they know about Blackwood’s main force. Then…” He paused. “Then hold them as prisoners. We’re not executing captives.” YOU’RE SOFT, Torvin said with contempt. THIS IS WAR. SOFTNESS GETS MORE OF YOUR PEOPLE KILLED. BUT IT’S THE RIGHT CHOICE, Cassius insisted. PRISONERS HAVE VALUE. DEAD MEN ARE JUST CORPSES. They rode back to Castle Vale. The five prisoners tied and guarded. The smoke from burning cottages visible behind them. Evidence of Alistair’s refusal to use the technique properly, deaths that might have been prevented if he’d invited Torvin forward from the start instead of letting automatic possession take over in crisis. THAT’S THE LESSON, Lysander said. YOU CAN’T AVOID USING US. CRISIS FORCES POSSESSION WHETHER YOU INVITE IT OR NOT. BETTER TO INVITE DELIBERATELY AND MAINTAIN SOME CONTROL THAN LET US SURGE FORWARD AUTOMATICALLY WHEN YOU’RE IN DANGER. Back at the castle, Alistair went straight to his chamber. Locked the door. Stared at his hands. Blood under his fingernails. From the raider he’d killed. Except he hadn’t killed him. Torvin had. Using Alistair’s body. During three seconds of automatic possession triggered by mortal danger. The eleventh scar burned on his left wrist. Fresh. Just appeared. From that brief combat possession. One more scar. One more piece of himself surrendered. And he hadn’t even consciously invited it. A knock. Anya. Always Anya now. “Lord Vale. I need to document what happened. Gareth says you experienced automatic possession during combat.” Alistair opened the door. She entered with her journal. Sat without asking permission. “Tell me exactly what happened.” “Raider charged me. I was going to die. Torvin came forward automatically. Saved my life. Killed the raider. Took maybe three seconds.” Anya wrote rapidly. “And expulsion?” “Difficult. He was stronger afterward. Fought to stay present. Took active effort to push him back.” “That’s consistent with Celdric’s documentation.” She flipped pages. “Automatic possession during crisis is one of the curse’s most insidious mechanisms. You can’t prevent it. Danger triggers ancestral reflex, they protect the vessel because if you die, they die too.” “So I can’t avoid possession even if I never consciously invite them.” “Correct.” She met his eyes. “Which is why deliberate invitation is actually safer. When you invite consciously, you maintain more control. When they surge forward automatically, it’s pure reflex. Harder to expel. Leaves stronger residue.” She showed him a passage from Celdric’s later journals. “He documented this progression. Initially refused all invitation. Then discovered that crisis forced possession anyway. Eventually concluded that conscious tactical use was safer than letting ancestors take over automatically during emergencies.” “So the technique isn’t just management strategy,” Alistair said. “It’s harm reduction. Using them deliberately because they’ll use me automatically if I don’t.” “Exactly.” Anya closed the journal. “You’re going to use the technique. Crisis will force it. The only question is whether you do it consciously with some control, or let it happen reactively with no control.” The door opened. Elena. She looked at both of them. At Anya sitting in Alistair’s chamber. At their intense work session. At how much time they spent together now. “The prisoners are talking,” Elena said. “Blackwood’s main force is one day away now. Not two. They’re moving faster than expected.” Alistair stood. “Then we’re out of time for debate.” “Gareth is asking for strategic meeting,” Elena continued. “Wants your command decisions. Wants to know force deployments, defensive positions, tactical priorities.” WANTS ME, Lysander said. WANTS MY STRATEGIC MIND. GARETH KNOWS YOU’RE NOT QUALIFIED FOR THIS LEVEL OF MILITARY COMMAND. “Tell him thirty minutes,” Alistair said. “I’ll be ready.” After Elena left, Anya looked at him. “You’re going to invite Lysander for the strategic session.” “Yes.” “And Torvin if combat situations develop.” “Probably.” “That’s two more invitations. Two more scars. Faster transformation. More ground surrendered.” “I know.” “Good.” She stood. “Because if you’re going to do this, if you’re going to weaponize the curse, you need to understand the cost. Every invitation makes them stronger. Every use makes expulsion harder. Eventually…” She paused. “Eventually you won’t be able to push them back at all.” Fifteen functional years, Alistair thought. If I’m lucky. IF YOU’RE LUCKY, Lysander echoed. BUT LUCK RUNS OUT. ASK CELDRIC HOW HIS LUCK ENDED. Alistair looked at the eleventh scar. At the blood still under his fingernails. At the map showing three hundred enemy soldiers one day away. At the equation that had no good answer: his identity versus effective warfare. His autonomy versus his people’s survival. His resistance versus the technique that would turn him into weapon while erasing everything that made him himself.



The strategic session lasted ninety minutes. Alistair invited Lysander forward halfway through, consciously, deliberately, after exhausting his own tactical knowledge. The transition was jarring but controlled. His father’s analytical mind flooding consciousness, turning the map from abstract symbols into living battlefield. The strategy that emerged was brilliant. Supply interdiction. Mobile warfare. Force multiplication through terrain advantage. Everything Alistair couldn’t have planned alone. Everything that cost him another piece of himself. When he finally pushed Lysander back, harder than yesterday, requiring more active combat, the twelfth scar burned fresh on his forearm. Anya documented everything. The invitation duration. The strategic quality. The expulsion difficulty. Creating complete record of his transformation for whoever came next. For Corwin, if the curse continued. For understanding, if it didn’t. Alistair studied the map. Felt Lysander’s strategic thinking as distant echo, residual presence from previous invitations, fading but still accessible. Supply lines. Force deployment. Tactical vulnerabilities. All there, just out of reach. He could make decisions himself. Could rely on advisors. Could muddle through with intelligence and common sense. Or he could invite Lysander forward and access twenty-eight years of military command experience. “Lord Vale?” Gareth asked. “Your strategic assessment?” The room watched him. Waiting. Trusting him to make right choices. DO IT, Lysander said. YOU KNOW YOU NEED ME. STOP BEING STUBBORN. LET ME HELP. Alistair closed his eyes. Made the choice. Lysander, he thought. I’m inviting you forward. Consciously. Deliberately. I need your strategic mind for military planning. Limited scope. Tactical assessment only. Come forward. Lysander surged up like dark water. Different from Cassius’s cooperation. Different from Torvin’s violence. Lysander came forward with cold calculation, filling Alistair’s consciousness with sharp analytical thinking that felt alien and familiar simultaneously. When Alistair opened his eyes, the map had changed. No longer just lines and symbols. Strategic battlefield. Force multipliers. Terrain advantages. Supply vulnerabilities. Everything crystallizing into tactical clarity. “They’re overextended,” he heard himself say in Lysander’s analytical tone. “Three hundred men need constant supply. Look here…” His finger traced supply routes on the map. “Single convergence point. One road bringing provisions from Blackwood territory. Interdict that and they starve in three days.” Gareth leaned closer. “Hit the supply line?” “With our whaling fleet,” Alistair continued. Lysander’s strategy flowing through him. “Fast boats. Mobile force. Don’t engage their main force directly. Burn their supplies. Force withdrawal through logistics rather than combat. We can’t match them in pitched battle, but we can make holding our territory too expensive to sustain.” THAT’S MY BOY, Lysander said. USING MY GENIUS. THIS IS WHAT YOU NEED. THIS IS WHAT YOU’VE ALWAYS NEEDED. MY MIND COMBINED WITH YOUR POSITION. Alwyn nodded slowly. “It’s good strategy. Risky, but good. If we can actually interdict their supply effectively…” “We can,” Alistair said. Still Lysander’s tone. Still cold calculation. “The Val-an can reach the supply convergence in eight hours. Night raid. Burn everything. Leave them starving.” Elena was watching him. Recognizing that this wasn’t entirely her husband speaking. “What about defensive positions? If they attack before supplies fail?” “Hold the eastern ridge,” Lysander said through Alistair. “Natural terrain advantage. Force them to assault uphill. Use mercenaries as mobile reserve. Rotate them to pressure points. Fight defensive, make them bleed for every inch.” SMART, Cassius observed. ACTUALLY QUITE BRILLIANT. THIS IS WHY LYSANDER RULED FOR TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS. HE’S GENUINELY SKILLED. AND NOW HE’S PROVING HIS VALUE, Torvin added. MAKING ALISTAIR DEPENDENT ON HIM. CLEVER STRATEGY WITHIN THE STRATEGY. The meeting continued. Alistair. Lysander, laying out tactical deployments with professional precision. Force allocations. Defensive positions. Raid compositions. Everything clicking into place like pieces of complex mechanism. It felt good. Felt right. Felt like finally having the expertise this situation demanded. TRAP, Rowaan whispered beneath the others. FEELS… GOOD… FEELS… RIGHT… UNTIL… NOTHING LEFT… An hour later, the strategy was complete. Forces deployed. Raid organized. Supply interdiction planned. Professional military response to three-to-one odds. All using Lysander’s genius. “Dismissed,” Alistair said. Still Lysander’s voice. Still cold command. “Execute the plan. Raid leaves at dusk.” The room emptied. Gareth looking satisfied. Alwyn appearing confident. Even Elena seemed reassured by the strategic competence displayed. Only Anya remained. Watching with clinical attention. Lysander, Alistair thought. Step back now. I need my mind back. NO, Lysander said simply. The resistance hit immediately. Internal warfare. Lysander fighting to stay present, arguing that the strategic session wasn’t finished, that more planning was needed, that Alistair was being premature in demanding expulsion. THIS IS WHAT YOU INVITED ME FOR, Lysander argued. STRATEGIC PLANNING. WE’RE NOT DONE PLANNING. THERE ARE CONTINGENCIES TO CONSIDER. BACKUP STRATEGIES TO DEVELOP. YOU’RE INTERRUPTING MY WORK. It’s not YOUR work, Alistair shot back. It’s MY war. MY decisions. STEP. BACK. The internal battle lasted five minutes. Active combat for control of his own consciousness. Pushing Lysander down, feeling how much stronger his father had become from that hour of invitation, feeling ground that might never fully be reclaimed. Finally. FINALLY. Lysander retreated. Alistair gasped. Felt himself returning. The strategic clarity fading, replaced by his normal thinking. Less sharp. Less brilliant. But his own. His hands were shaking. Thirteenth scar burning on his forearm. Fresh. Just appeared. “Harder than yesterday,” Anya observed, writing. “Expulsion required more effort. More active combat. Lysander’s resistance increased.” “He’s stronger,” Alistair managed. “Much stronger. From one hour of invitation.” “And you’ll invite him again,” Anya said. “When the battle develops. When new strategic challenges emerge. When anything requires military expertise you don’t possess.” “Yes.” “That’s thirteen invitations in five days. Thirteen scars. Accelerated transformation.” She closed her journal. “Celdric’s pace was slower. He used the technique maybe once per week initially. You’re using it multiple times daily. At this rate…” She trailed off. “At this rate what?” “At this rate you’ll reach integration in months instead of years. Complete merger. Multiple consciousnesses sharing single body.” She met his eyes. “The war is accelerating everything. Every crisis forces invitation. Every invitation strengthens ancestors. You’re approaching complete transformation much faster than Celdric did.” The door opened. Elena. “The raid force is ready. They’re asking if you want to… if Torvin wants to…” She stopped. “They’re asking if combat expertise should oversee the mission.” Meaning: should Alistair invite Torvin forward. Let warrior grandfather command the supply raid. Ensure professional execution. “No,” Alistair said. “Gareth can command it. He’s qualified.” Elena’s relief was visible. “I’ll tell them.” After she left, Anya looked at him. “That was discipline. Refusing invitation when it was offered.” “That was preservation,” Alistair corrected. “Maintaining as much of myself as possible for as long as possible.” “Smart.” She stood. “Practice the expulsion techniques tonight. You’ll need them. Tomorrow brings more crises. More invitations. More scars.” She left him alone in the war room. Surrounded by maps showing the battle plan Lysander had created. The brilliant strategy that would save lives and defend territory. Using his father’s genius. At the cost of another piece of himself. Thirteen scars. Thirteen invitations. Transformation accelerating. The voices argued about tomorrow’s battles. About when Torvin would be needed. About how many more invitations before Alistair couldn’t push them back at all. And Alistair sat in the empty war room counting the cost of every choice that lay ahead. Effective warfare versus preserved identity. Tactical brilliance versus autonomous thought. Saving his people versus losing himself. The calculation that had no good answer. Only different flavors of loss.







ACT 4: THE CALCULUS OF WAR

The interrogation room stank of fear and blood. Two of the captured raiders sat bound to chairs, the other three already dead. Torvin’s automatic possession during the village fight had been efficient but brutal.

Gareth stood over them, expression grim. “They’re talking now. Blackwood’s main force isn’t the real threat.”

Alistair leaned against the stone wall, feeling the thirteenth scar burning on his wrist. The brief combat possession had left aftershocks. Torvin still stronger than baseline, pushing at the edges of his consciousness.

“What do you mean?” Alistair asked.

“The three hundred men are intimidation. Psychological pressure.” Gareth gestured to the prisoners. “The real move is their supply column. Six wagons. Grain, weapons, winter provisions. Crossing the frozen Blackwater River tonight to reach their forward camp.”

SMART, Lysander observed. MOBILE SUPPLY MEANS SUSTAINED SIEGE. CUT THE SUPPLIES, FORCE WITHDRAWAL.

EXACTLY, Cassius agreed. AND THE BLACKWATER’S FROZEN SOLID. THEY CAN MOVE HEAVY WAGONS ACROSS IT. FASTEST ROUTE TO THEIR FORWARD POSITIONS.

“How many guards?” Alistair asked.

“Forty soldiers. Infantry. Protecting the wagons.” The raider speaking had lost teeth during Gareth’s interrogation. His words came out mushed. “Cross tonight. Reach forward camp by dawn.”

Alistair moved to the map table. Studied the Blackwater’s course, frozen solid three months into Winterdeep, thick enough to support wagons and men. The supply column would be crossing in darkness, torches lighting their path.

Vulnerable.

“We can’t get cavalry there in time,” Gareth said. “They’re already moving. By the time we ride east, they’ll have crossed.”

BUT THE VAL-AN COULD, Cassius said, voice suddenly eager. YOUR SHIP. THE ICE-CUTTER MODIFICATIONS. SHE COULD SAIL UP THE BLACKWATER, SMASH THROUGH THE FROZEN SURFACE AT RAMMING SPEED. I’VE NEVER COMMANDED A VESSEL LIKE THAT. THE TACTICAL POSSIBILITIES…

“The Val-an,” Alistair said aloud.

Gareth’s eyes widened. “Your lead ship? She’s ice-capable?”

“The Val-an modifications.” Alistair traced the river on the map. “Reinforced prow. Ice-cutting angles. Designed for breaking through frozen harbors during winter whaling season. The prow rides up onto the ice, ship’s weight and momentum break through.” He looked up. “She could sail up the Blackwater. Smash through the surface ice. If we hit the crossing at speed, fifteen knots, full ramming momentum, the ice shatters beneath the wagons. They fall through. Supplies sink.”

The room went silent.

“That’s…” Gareth paused. “That’s either brilliant or insane.”

IT’S BRILLIANT, Cassius said, practically vibrating with excitement. SURFACE RAM AT FULL SPEED. THE REINFORCED PROW BREAKS THE ICE LIKE GLASS. SHIP’S WEIGHT COLLAPSES EVERYTHING. WAGONS SINK. SOLDIERS SCATTER ON FRAGMENTING ICE. PERFECT CHAOS.

IT’S SHOWING OFF, Lysander countered. USING EXPERIMENTAL SHIP DESIGN AS MILITARY TACTIC. WHAT IF THE ICE IS THICKER THAN CALCULATED? WHAT IF THE PROW BREAKS INSTEAD OF THE ICE? YOU’LL LOSE YOUR BEST SHIP.

Alistair felt them arguing. Felt Cassius’s enthusiasm, genuine, helpful, wanting to use the ship’s capabilities. Felt Lysander’s contempt, practical concerns wrapped in mockery.

Both were right.

“The ice-cutter has never been tested in combat,” Alistair said. “We used it to break harbor ice at low speeds. Not to ram through river crossings at fifteen knots.”

“But it would work?” Gareth asked.

Would it work? Alistair wasn’t sure. The engineering was sound. The reinforced prow could handle impact. But tactical application at ramming speed? Combat conditions? That was Cassius’s domain.

I KNOW SHE CAN SAIL, Cassius said. I’VE COMMANDED HER. THE WHALE HUNT. SHE HANDLES LIKE A DREAM AT FOURTEEN KNOTS. BUT RAMMING ICE AT FIFTEEN? COMBAT IMPACT? THAT’S DIFFERENT. INVITE ME. LET ME ASSESS WHETHER THE PROW CAN SURVIVE THAT KIND OF FORCE.

The calculation formed in Alistair’s mind. Same calculus as the strategic session with Lysander. Same impossible choice.

His identity versus tactical effectiveness.

His autonomy versus his people’s survival.

His resistance versus the technique that would turn his engineering into weapon while erasing who he was.

“I need to see the ship,” Alistair said. “Make assessment.”

They left the castle. Walked through winter night to Castle Vale’s harbor. The Val-an sat at anchor, two hundred feet of sleek maritime engineering. Alistair’s design. His modifications. Years of work transforming traditional whaling vessels into something faster, more maneuverable, more deadly.

The ice-cutter prow gleamed under torchlight. Reinforced oak shaped into angles that could split frozen harbors. Sharp wedge design that rode up onto ice before the ship’s weight drove through. The Val-an rigging, fore-and-aft configuration that conventional shipwrights had mocked, promised speeds that square-sailed vessels couldn’t match.

Twelve to fifteen knots in good wind. Maybe more.

She’s BEAUTIFUL, Cassius breathed. AND I SHOULD KNOW. I’VE SAILED HER. THE WHALE HUNT. FOURTEEN KNOTS WITH THAT MAGNIFICENT RIGGING. THE BALANCE. THE RESPONSIVENESS. THIS IS THE FINEST VESSEL I’VE COMMANDED IN THREE GENERATIONS. BUT WE NEVER TESTED HER AS A WEAPON.

Alistair felt the warmth of that praise. His engineering. His innovation. Recognized by an ancestor who actually understood ships.

“She’s fast,” Gareth said. “I’ve seen her run. Nothing in Blackwood’s fleet matches her.”

“Fourteen knots yesterday,” Alistair confirmed. “With the right wind, maybe fifteen.”

FIFTEEN KNOTS, Cassius repeated, awed. DO YOU UNDERSTAND WHAT THAT MEANS? HIT-AND-RUN WARFARE. STRIKE AND ESCAPE BEFORE THEY CAN RESPOND. THEY CAN’T CATCH YOU. CAN’T PURSUE. YOU CONTROL THE ENTIRE ENGAGEMENT.

Traditional ships. Blackwood’s square-rigged fleet, managed six to eight knots maximum. The Val-an could outrun anything on the water.

“The question is whether the ice-cutter can ram at combat speed,” Alistair said. “Breaking harbor ice at three knots is different from hitting a crossing at fifteen.”

Gareth studied the prow. “How thick is the Blackwater ice?”

“Two feet minimum. Maybe three in the shallows.”

“Can the prow handle ramming through that?”

Can it? Alistair had designed the angles. Calculated the forces for slow ice-breaking. But high-speed combat impact? That required expertise he didn’t possess.

PLEASE, Cassius said, more pleading than demanding. I’VE SAILED HER. I KNOW HOW BEAUTIFULLY SHE MOVES. BUT COMBAT RAMMING IS DIFFERENT. LET ME ASSESS THE STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY AT IMPACT SPEED. I PROMISE I’LL TELL YOU TRUE. IF SHE CAN SURVIVE THIS, IF THE PROW WON’T SHATTER. I WON’T LIE. I JUST WANT TO HELP.

The cruelty of it. An ancestor who genuinely wanted to help. Who apologized. Who asked permission. Who still destroyed him just as surely as Lysander’s contempt, just with softer hands.

“Lord Vale?” Gareth was watching him. “You’re doing the face thing. The voices?”

“Cassius,” Alistair said. “Naval ancestor. He wants to assess the ship’s combat capabilities.”

“And you’re considering it.”

“The technique. Selective invitation. I can invite him forward. Let him evaluate. Push him back afterward.” Alistair touched the spiral scar on his right palm. “Costs another scar. More ground surrendered. But gives us tactical certainty.”

Gareth’s expression was unreadable. “Is it worth it?”

Worth it? How did you calculate worth when the cost was pieces of your soul?

“If the plan works,” Alistair said slowly, “we destroy Blackwood’s supplies. Force their main army to withdraw. Prevent siege. Save lives.” He paused. “If it fails, we lose the Val-an. Maybe the crew. Maybe me.”

“And using the technique?”

“Increases success probability. Maybe significantly.” Alistair looked at his scarred hands. Thirteen marks. Soon fourteen. Eventually hundreds. “That’s the calculation. Better chance of victory versus faster transformation.”

DO IT, Torvin urged. STOP OVERTHINKING. INVITE THE BOAT NERD. LET HIM ASSESS. THEN LET ME KILL THEM ALL.

NO, Lysander snarled. THIS IS SHOWING OFF. USING UNTESTED ENGINEERING TO PROVE YOURSELF. CONVENTIONAL TACTICS WORK FINE. YOU DON’T NEED EXPERIMENTAL SHIP DESIGN.

YES HE DOES, Cassius argued. CONVENTIONAL TACTICS MEAN CONVENTIONAL SPEEDS. CONVENTIONAL APPROACH. BLACKWOOD EXPECTS LAND ATTACK. THIS GIVES SURPRISE. SHOCK. A SHIP SMASHING THROUGH ICE AT RAMMING SPEED. THEY’LL THINK IT’S A SEA MONSTER.

They argued. Three voices, hostile, violent, helpful, creating cacophony in Alistair’s skull.

He closed his eyes. Tried the mental compartmentalization Anya had taught. Build walls. Create boundaries. Quiet the noise enough to think.

The walls formed. Thin. Fragile. But there.

“I’m going,” Alistair said. Decision made. His choice. “We sail in two hours. Full crew. Combat ready.”

“You’re leading the raid yourself?”

“The ship needs Cassius’s expertise. Cassius needs my invitation.” Alistair opened his eyes. “And I need to see if my engineering actually works at ramming speed.”

Gareth nodded slowly. “I’ll assemble the crew. Forty men. Best fighters.”

“Make it thirty. Speed over numbers. We’re hitting and running.”

“Torvin’s approach,” Gareth observed.

“Torvin will get his turn. Once we ram them.” Alistair moved toward the ship’s wheel. Touched the polished wood. His design. His innovation. “But Cassius commands the approach.”

After Gareth left, Alistair stood alone on deck. Felt the ship shift beneath him. Felt thirteen scars burning. Felt voices arguing about tactics and engineering and whether this was genius or suicide.

Footsteps behind him. He knew the rhythm.

Elena.

She stood at the top of the gangplank, wrapped in winter cloak, expression devastated.

“You’re going,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Using the technique again. More invitations. More scars.”

“Yes.”

She moved closer. “I heard Gareth talking. You’re going to ram them. Use the ice-cutter. Your ship.”

“It’s the best tactical option.”

“It’s showing off.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Using your beautiful engineering as weapon. Letting them command it. Letting them take credit for your creation.”

The words hit harder than intended.

“It’s necessary,” Alistair said. “The supplies need destroyed. This is how we do it.”

“By inviting Cassius? By letting him sail your ship? By watching your own achievement through possessed eyes?” Elena touched his arm. “You’ve been designing these modifications for years. Since before Corwin was born. And the first time they’re used in combat, you won’t even be present for it.”

That hurt. That hurt worse than scars.

“I’ll be present,” Alistair said quietly. “Just… not entirely myself.”

“That’s the problem.” Elena’s grip tightened. “Every victory costs you. Every success means less of you remains. You’re becoming effective at the expense of being you.”

SHE’S RIGHT, Cassius said softly. I’M SORRY. I DON’T MEAN TO TAKE THIS FROM YOU. BUT I CAN HELP. I CAN MAKE THE SHIP WORK AT COMBAT SPEEDS. I CAN…

“Stop apologizing,” Alistair said aloud. Then to Elena: “He wants to help. Genuinely wants to. That’s what makes it worse.”

“I know.” Elena released his arm. Stepped back. “I know Cassius means well. The helpful ones always do. But good intentions don’t make possession less devastating.”

They stood in silence. Husband and wife. Seven years married. Counting remaining time in scars instead of months.

“Come back,” Elena said finally. “However you can. Whoever’s commanding. Just… come back.”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

She left him on the deck. Alone with five voices and thirteen scars and the growing realization that every victory felt more like defeat.

The crew arrived. Thirty men, sailors and fighters, all volunteers. They knew what they were boarding. Knew their lord was possessed. Knew the raid was experimental tactics using untested ramming speed.

They came anyway.

Gareth supervised final preparations. Weapons. Supplies. Oil for burning. The Val-an shifted in her berth, responsive to activity, eager to move.

SHE’S READY, Cassius said. SHE WANTS THIS. FEEL HOW SHE STRAINS AGAINST HER LINES. SHE WAS BUILT FOR SPEED. FOR IMPACT. FOR THIS EXACT MOMENT.

“Cast off,” Alistair ordered.

The lines released. The Val-an slipped from her berth into the harbor. Winter wind caught the Val-an rigging. The ship responded instantly, quick, responsive, alive.

Alistair stood at the wheel. Felt the ship through the wood. Felt Cassius pushing forward, eager, enthusiastic, desperate to command this beautiful vessel.

“Cassius,” Alistair said aloud. “I’m inviting you forward. Naval command. Show me if she can do this.”

The invitation formed. Conscious. Deliberate. The terrible technique that made everything worse.

Cassius surged forward.

And Alistair felt himself step back inside his own skull while an ancestor who’d died eighty years ago took the wheel of his greatest engineering achievement.







ACT 5: THE RAM

The Val-an cut through winter darkness like a blade.

Cassius stood at the wheel. Alistair’s body, Cassius’s expertise, and the joy radiating through their shared consciousness was almost painful. The ship responded to every adjustment. Every shift of the wheel. The Val-an rigging sang in the wind, sails perfectly trimmed, speed building.

“Thirteen knots,” Gareth called from beside the mast. He’d been watching the log line, measuring their speed. “Wind’s picking up. Might hit fourteen.”

FOURTEEN, Cassius breathed. IN THIS DARKNESS. WITH THESE MODIFICATIONS. ALISTAIR, YOUR ENGINEERING IS MAGNIFICENT. FEEL HOW SHE MOVES. FEEL HOW SHE RESPONDS.

Alistair felt it. Felt everything from the back of his own skull. The ship’s vibration through the deck. The wheel’s resistance under Cassius’s hands. The wind on his face. All of it filtered through ancestral possession. His body. His ship. Someone else’s command.

The Blackwater River stretched ahead, a ribbon of frozen white cutting through dark forest. The Val-an sailed up its center, ice-cutter prow breaking through the surface ice with steady cracking sounds. Not thick ice yet. Just the thin freeze near the river’s mouth. Real ice waited upstream.

Three feet thick. Maybe more.

CARPENTRY, Lysander said with contempt. YOU’RE PLAYING SAILOR WHILE THREE HUNDRED SOLDIERS WAIT TO INVADE YOUR TERRITORY. THIS IS A WASTE OF TIME.

THIS IS TACTICS, CASSIUS SHOT BACK. MOBILITY. SURPRISE. SPEED. EVERYTHING YOUR GENERATION IGNORED BECAUSE YOU WERE TOO BUSY POSTURING.

MY GENERATION CONQUERED TERRITORIES, Lysander snarled. YOUR GENERATION BUILT BOATS.

BOATS WIN WARS, Cassius said. ASK ANY ISLAND NATION. ASK ANY COASTAL LORD. BUT YOU WOULDN’T KNOW. YOU WERE TOO BUSY BLEEDING ON LAND.

Enough, Alistair thought. Both of you. Focus.

The voices quieted. Not silent. Never silent. But muted enough that Cassius could concentrate.

The Val-an hit thicker ice. The prow rode up, reinforced oak climbing onto the frozen surface, then the ship’s weight drove down. Ice cracked. Shattered. The prow broke through, opening a channel of black water behind them.

BEAUTIFUL, Cassius said. THE ANGLE IS PERFECT. THE REINFORCEMENT HOLDS. AT SLOW SPEED, SHE’S FLAWLESS. BUT AT FIFTEEN KNOTS? RAMMING SPEED? THAT’S THE QUESTION.

“How much further?” Gareth asked.

Cassius consulted Alistair’s memory, the map, the distances, the timing. “Two miles. Maybe three. The supply column should be crossing the frozen section where the river widens.”

“And if they’ve already crossed?”

“Then we’ve wasted a trip.” Cassius’s voice. Alistair’s mouth forming words someone else chose. “But if they’re still crossing… we’ll know soon enough.”

The crew was silent. Thirty men watching their possessed lord command the ship with expertise he shouldn’t possess. Some had sailed with Cassius during the whale hunt. Recognized his patterns. His voice. The way he handled the wheel.

Others just saw their lord with wrong eyes.

“Fourteen knots now,” Gareth reported. “She’s flying.”

SHE IS, Cassius agreed. AND RESPONSIVE. THE MODIFICATIONS DON’T JUST ADD SPEED. THEY ADD CONTROL. MANEUVERABILITY. AT FOURTEEN KNOTS, TRADITIONAL SHIPS BECOME SLUGGISH. THIS ONE STAYS NIMBLE.

CAN YOU STOP GUSHING ABOUT THE BOAT?, Lysander said. WE’RE HEADING INTO COMBAT. FOCUS ON KILLING, NOT CARPENTRY.

I AM FOCUSED, Cassius said. KNOWING YOUR SHIP IS KILLING. IF I DIDN’T UNDERSTAND HER CAPABILITIES, I’D MAKE MISTAKES. GET PEOPLE KILLED. YOU WANT VIOLENCE. FINE. BUT VIOLENCE REQUIRES PRECISION.

Torvin had been quiet. Unusual for him. Now his voice cut through: When do I get my turn?

AFTER WE RAM, Cassius said. WHEN IT’S TIME FOR BOARDING. BUT THE APPROACH IS MINE. YOU DON’T KNOW SHIPS. YOU’D RUN US AGROUND.

I KNOW KILLING, Torvin said. THAT’S WHAT MATTERS.

Light ahead. Faint. Flickering orange against winter darkness.

“Torches,” Gareth said. “Multiple. On the ice.”

Cassius’s attention sharpened. Alistair felt the shift, combat focus replacing sailing joy. “How many?”

Gareth counted. “Twelve. No… fifteen. Spread across the river.”

The supply column. Still crossing.

PERFECT, Cassius said. THEY’RE EXPOSED. VULNERABLE. EXACTLY WHERE WE NEED THEM.

The Val-an sailed closer. The torches resolved into detail, wagons on the ice, soldiers surrounding them, the supply column moving slowly across the frozen river. Professional formation. Guards flanking. Officers directing.

They hadn’t heard the ship. Ice-breaking sounds carried oddly in winter air. And the wind was wrong for them, blowing toward Vale, carrying sound away from the column.

Complete surprise.

“Battle positions,” Cassius ordered. Alistair’s voice. Command tone that wasn’t quite his own. “Weapons ready. Oil prepared. When we hit them, it’ll be chaos. Be ready to board.”

The crew moved. Thirty men arming themselves. Swords. Axes. Boarding hooks. The tools of close-quarters violence.

LET ME OUT, Torvin growled. I SHOULD BE COMMANDING THIS.

NOT YET, Cassius said. THE RAM IS MINE. THE BOARDING IS YOURS. WAIT YOUR TURN.

“Lord Vale.” Gareth moved closer. “Are you… is Cassius…”

“Cassius is assessing,” Alistair managed. His own words, forcing through possession. “Deciding if we can ram without destroying the ship.”

“And?”

CAN WE? Cassius thought. The calculation ran through shared consciousness. Ice thickness. Ship speed. Prow reinforcement. Impact forces. Structural integrity.

The engineering was sound. Alistair’s design could handle it.

But at fifteen knots?

ONLY ONE WAY TO FIND OUT, Cassius decided.

“We’re ramming,” Alistair said. Cassius’s decision. Alistair’s voice. Shared body announcing terrible choice.

“Speed?” Gareth asked.

“Fifteen knots. Full ramming momentum.”

Gareth’s face paled. “Lord Vale, if the prow breaks…”

“It won’t break.” Cassius’s certainty. “The engineering is flawless. The reinforcement will hold. Trust the design.”

Trust MY design, Alistair thought bitterly. While you use it.

I KNOW, Cassius said quietly. I’M SORRY. BUT THIS IS WHAT’S NEEDED.

The Val-an accelerated. More sail. Maximum canvas. The wind was perfect, strong, steady, driving them forward. The ship responded beautifully. Speed building. Thirteen knots. Fourteen.

The ice-breaking sounds were steady. Sharp cracks as the prow split through surface ice. Six inches thick here. Eight. Enough to create resistance but not enough to slow them. The reinforced prow handled it easily, riding up, breaking through, creating a channel of black water behind them.

COME ON, Cassius urged. GIVE ME MORE. GIVE ME EVERYTHING. THE CROSSING POINT WILL HAVE THICK ICE. TWO FEET, MAYBE THREE. WE NEED MAXIMUM SPEED FOR MAXIMUM IMPACT.

Fourteen and a half knots. The ship’s timbers creaked with the strain. The masts strained against the wind pressure. But the ice here wasn’t slowing them. Ten inches at most. Manageable. The prow kept breaking through cleanly.

But ahead, at the crossing point where the river widened, that’s where the thick ice would be. Thick enough to support wagons and men. Thick enough to need overwhelming force to shatter.

“Fifteen knots!” Gareth shouted. “Lord Vale, we’re at ramming speed!”

The supply column was a quarter mile ahead. Torches bright against darkness. Wagons clustered on thick ice. Forty soldiers completely unaware a ship was bearing down on them at fifteen knots.

NOW, Cassius thought. FINAL APPROACH. LET’S SEE IF YOUR ENGINEERING WORKS AS WEAPON.

The Val-an’s prow, reinforced oak shaped into wedge angles, cut through the thin surface ice with sounds like breaking glass. Sharp cracks. Brittle snaps. Eight to ten inches here. The ship’s bow wave threw shattered fragments aside, white spray catching torchlight.

The ice stayed manageable. Twelve inches at most. The prow kept breaking through cleanly, maintaining their fifteen-knot speed. The channel behind them filled with fractured ice and black water.

Ahead, the crossing point. Where the river widened. Where the ice would be THICK. Three feet of solid winter. Enough to support wagons and men.

That’s where they’d find out if Alistair’s engineering could handle real force.

Two hundred feet of sleek violence bearing down on stationary targets.

Someone in the supply column noticed. Shouted. Pointed.

Too late.

The Val-an hit the crossing at full ramming speed.

The ice changed instantly. From twelve inches to THREE FEET in the span of the ship’s length.

The impact was apocalyptic.

The grinding began like the world ending. Not the clean cracking of thin ice but the deep, resonant GROAN of massive resistance. The ice-cutter prow rode up onto the thickest section of frozen surface, exactly as designed, and for one crystalline moment the ice held. Bore the weight. Resisted.

The grinding intensified. A bass roar felt in the chest. In the teeth. The sound of overwhelming force meeting immovable object. The prow forcing down with two hundred tons and fifteen knots of momentum. The ice refusing to yield. Three feet of winter-hardened river fighting back.

Then physics asserted itself.

The ice CRACKED, loud as lightning strike. Sharp. Sudden. The initial fracture propagating outward at impossible speed.

The ship’s full mass and fifteen-knot momentum drove down through two feet of river ice like divine judgment.

The sound was tremendous. Not one sound but a cascading symphony of destruction. First the sharp CRACK of initial fracture, loud as lightning strike. Then the deep BOOM of major structural failure as the ice lost integrity all at once. Then the grinding ROAR as the prow forced through, throwing massive ice chunks aside like they weighed nothing.

The frozen surface didn’t just break. It SHATTERED. Exploded outward in all directions. Fragments the size of wagon wheels flew through the air. Smaller shards sprayed like glass. The spider-web cracks raced outward faster than men could run, branching, spreading, undermining everything.

The GROAN of yielding ice was nearly as loud as the breaking. A deep bass rumble felt in the chest. The sound of something solid becoming liquid. Of winter surrendering to force. Of nature admitting defeat to engineering.

Three wagons collapsed into black water instantly. The ice beneath them simply ceased to exist. One moment, solid ground. Next moment, open water and drowning chaos. Supplies. Horses. Guards. All disappearing into the Blackwater’s freezing current with screams that cut through the grinding roar.

The ice continued fragmenting. Spider-web cracks becoming crevasses. Soldiers scrambling as the ground beneath them literally broke apart with sounds like continuous thunder. Some tried to run, the ice collapsed beneath their feet. Others froze, the ice collapsed around them anyway. A few jumped for stable sections, the stable sections stopped being stable.

The entire crossing disintegrated into floating ice chunks and desperate men.

And through it all, the Val-an’s grinding passage. The prow still breaking forward. The ship’s weight still driving down. The reinforced oak still forcing through with groaning, cracking, shattering sounds that echoed off the forest on both sides of the river.

Vale’s engineering proving itself through raw physics and terrible beauty.

MAGNIFICENT, Cassius breathed. YOUR ENGINEERING IS PERFECT. THE PROW HELD. FEEL IT. NO STRUCTURAL DAMAGE. CLEAN BREAK.

The Val-an shuddered from the impact but kept moving, momentum carrying it through the devastation it had created. The ice-cutter had done its job. The prow was intact. No cracks. No splits. The reinforcement had held against forces that should have shattered oak.

But the sounds continued. The ice settling. Finding new equilibrium. Deep groans as broken sections shifted. Sharp cracks as spider-web fractures propagated further. The grind of ice chunks scraping against each other. Against the ship’s hull. Against drowning men trying to find purchase.

The ship slid through broken ice and open black water, surrounded by the destruction it had created. Ice fragments ranging from fist-sized to wagon-sized floated in the channel. The water was already starting to refreeze at the edges, winter reclaiming what force had stolen.

Wagons tilted at impossible angles, half-sunk, groaning as ice shifted beneath them. Men fell into freezing water or scrambled across fragmenting surface toward shore. The professional formation had disintegrated into panicked survival. Screams. Shouting. The splash of bodies hitting water. The crack of ice giving way under desperate weight.

“BOARD THEM!” Cassius shouted. “NOW! WHILE THEY’RE SCATTERED!”

The crew threw hooks. Grabbed whatever solid ice remained. The Val-an’s momentum stopped, locked in the broken ice field it had created, surrounded by chaos and drowning men and sinking supplies.

And Alistair felt Cassius step back.

Felt Torvin surge forward.

NO, Alistair thought. I DIDN’T INVITE…

Too late.

Torvin took control like a wave of violence. The transition was jarring. Cassius’s careful naval expertise replaced by combat instinct that knew only killing.

FINALLY, Torvin snarled.

Alistair’s body moved. Not his movement. Not his choice. Torvin grabbed a sword. Alistair didn’t remember picking it up, and vaulted over the ship’s railing onto broken ice.

The ice held. Barely. Torvin landed in a combat crouch, assessing threats instantly.

Blackwood soldiers were everywhere. Some drowning in open water. Others scrambling on fragmenting ice. A few, professional fighters, recovering from shock, organizing defense.

Those were the targets.

Torvin charged the nearest soldier. The man raised his sword. Torvin’s. Alistair’s, body moved with precision Alistair couldn’t match. Block. Counter. Blade finding throat. The soldier fell backward into black water, blood spreading across broken ice.

WEAK, Torvin observed. THESE ARE SUPPLY GUARDS. NOT REAL WARRIORS.

Behind Alistair, the crew was boarding. Thirty Vale fighters pouring onto the ice, weapons ready. Gareth shouted commands, secure the wagons, kill the guards, burn what can’t sink.

Torvin ignored all of it. Moved toward the next cluster of soldiers. Four men trying to organize defense on a stable ice section.

Perfect.

The fight was brutal. Torvin used Alistair’s body like a weapon, every movement efficient, every strike lethal. The four soldiers fought back. Professional. Trained. But Torvin had spent a lifetime in violence. He knew how men moved. How they died.

Three of them fell in less than a minute. The fourth ran.

Torvin chased.

NO, Alistair thought. STOP. LET HIM GO.

Why? Torvin asked. RUNNERS REPORT BACK. TELL BLACKWOOD WHAT HAPPENED. CREATE FEAR.

Good, Alistair thought desperately. FEAR IS THE GOAL. LET HIM RUN. LET HIM SPREAD WORD THAT VALE DESTROYED THEIR SUPPLIES.

Torvin hesitated. Combat instinct warring with strategic thinking.

HE’S RIGHT, Lysander said. LET THE RUNNER GO. TERROR IS A WEAPON.

FINE, Torvin growled. But he didn’t sound happy about it.

The battle, if it could be called that, ended quickly. Forty Blackwood soldiers against thirty Vale fighters on terrain that favored neither side. But Vale had surprise. Speed. And a possessed lord who fought with ancestral expertise.

Ten minutes. Maybe less.

Fifteen Blackwood soldiers dead. Twelve drowned. Ten escaped toward the eastern shore. Three captured.

Three wagons sunk completely. Two burning on stable ice. Vale crew pouring oil, setting fires. One partially salvaged but broken axle made it useless.

Total destruction of the supply column.

“Lord Vale!” Gareth appeared through the chaos, blood on his sword. “We need to leave. More Blackwood forces could respond. We can’t defend this position.”

Torvin wanted to stay. Wanted to hunt the survivors. But even he understood tactical retreat.

FINE, he said. BACK TO THE SHIP. BUT NEXT TIME, LET ME FIGHT REAL WARRIORS.

They boarded. The crew hauled themselves back onto the Val-an, dragging captured prisoners and salvaged weapons. The ship groaned, locked in broken ice, surrounded by debris.

“Can we get free?” Gareth asked.

Torvin stepped back.

CASSIUS SURGED FORWARD AGAIN.

The transition made Alistair’s head spin. Combat instinct replaced by maritime expertise. Different ancestor. Different skills. Same possessed body.

The PROW is intact, Cassius assessed immediately. NO STRUCTURAL DAMAGE. THE REINFORCEMENT HELD PERFECTLY. BUT WE’RE LOCKED IN BROKEN ICE. NEED TO BACK OUT, TURN, AND RUN.

“Reverse oars!” Cassius shouted. “Back us out! Carefully!”

The crew scrambled. Oars deployed. Coordinated pulling. The Val-an groaned, a deep sound from her keel as she shifted. The broken ice around them protested. Grinding. Scraping. Chunks of ice the size of shields scraped along the hull with sounds like nails on slate.

The ship moved backward. Inch by inch. The grinding intensified, ice chunks caught between hull and more ice, being crushed, fragmenting further. The sound was teeth-on-edge awful. But the ship kept moving. Breaking free of the devastation she’d created.

More grinding. More scraping. The ship’s timbers complained but held. The reinforced hull doing its job. Designed to handle ice impact. Proving it now in reverse.

Then suddenly, free water. The channel they’d broken sailing in. The grinding stopped. The ship floated in open water behind them, surrounded by the destruction but no longer trapped in it.

“Turn her around!” Cassius ordered. “South! Full sail! Maximum speed!”

The ship turned. Val-an rigging adjusted. Wind caught canvas. The Val-an accelerated.

Eight knots. Ten. Twelve.

On the eastern shore, Blackwood survivors watched helplessly. Some tried arrows. The range was too far. The arrows fell short.

Fourteen knots. The ship was flying now, running south down the frozen Blackwater toward Castle Vale’s harbor.

Fifteen knots. Maximum speed. Escape velocity.

BEAUTIFUL, Cassius said. PERFECT EXECUTION. THE RAM WORKED. THE ESCAPE WORKED. YOUR SHIP PERFORMED FLAWLESSLY.

My ship, Alistair thought bitterly. That you commanded. That you used. That you made into weapon while I watched from inside my own skull.

I KNOW, Cassius said quietly. I’M SORRY. BUT IT HAD TO BE THIS WAY.

The burning wagons receded behind them. Black smoke rising into winter night. Evidence of Vale’s strike. Evidence of Alistair’s engineering turned into instrument of war.

Evidence of possession accelerating.

Alistair felt the new scars forming. Not sudden. Not dramatic. Just… appearing. Burning lines across his left forearm. Right shoulder. Lower back.

Three new scars.

Fifteen total now.

Twelve hours of sustained possession. Cassius commanding the approach. Torvin handling combat. Both using his body. Both strengthening their grip.

The mental compartmentalization walls he’d practiced building all morning? Gone. Dissolved during combat possession. The boundaries between his consciousness and theirs? Thinner than ever.

PUSH THEM BACK, Alistair thought. USE THE EXPULSION TECHNIQUES.

He tried. Visualized the walls. The separation. Cassius as distinct presence that could be compartmentalized.

The walls formed. Weak. Fragile.

Cassius resisted. Not aggressively. Just… present. Stronger than before. Harder to push out.

PLEASE, Cassius said. JUST LET ME FINISH THE SAILING. GET US BACK TO HARBOR SAFELY. THEN I’LL GO QUIET. I PROMISE.

And what choice did Alistair have? They were still on the water. Still needed maritime expertise. Forcing Cassius out now might endanger the crew.

Fine, Alistair thought. GET US HOME. THEN GET OUT.

The Val-an sailed through darkness at fourteen knots. The crew was celebrating, shouting, laughing, recounting the ram, the combat, the escape. A perfect raid. Zero Vale casualties. Complete enemy destruction. Tactical masterpiece.

And Alistair stood at his own ship’s wheel, watching through borrowed eyes, feeling ancestral hands on wood he’d shaped, experiencing his greatest engineering triumph through someone else’s joy.

Victory tasted like ashes.

The harbor appeared. Castle Vale’s lights. Home.

Cassius brought the ship in perfectly. Professional docking. Gentle approach. The Val-an kissed the pier like she’d done it a thousand times.

“Secure the lines!” Cassius ordered. “Get the prisoners to cells! Salvaged weapons to armory!”

The crew moved efficiently. Everything executed with precision.

NOW, Alistair thought. NOW GET OUT.

He pushed. Hard. Forced the mental compartmentalization. Built walls. Shoved Cassius backward into defined space that wasn’t immediate consciousness.

Cassius resisted. Stronger than before. The sustained possession had given him more presence. More grip.

YOU PROMISED, Alistair snarled.

I KNOW, Cassius said. I’M GOING. BUT IT’S HARDER AFTER EXTENDED INVITATION. TAKES TIME.

Alistair pushed harder. Felt Lysander helping, ironic, his father wanted Cassius out so he could be primary voice again. Felt Torvin pushing too, the violent grandfather wanted his combat presence preserved.

Together, they forced Cassius back.

The helpful ancestor retreated. Not expelled completely. Never completely. But muted. Background presence instead of active control.

Alistair reclaimed the wheel.

His hands. His body. His consciousness at the front of his own skull again.

The transition left him shaking. Cold sweat. Disorientation. Like waking from nightmare to find the nightmare followed you into waking world.

“Lord Vale?” Gareth was there. Concerned. “You’re yourself?”

“Yes.” Alistair’s voice. His words. “I’m myself. Mostly.”

“The raid was… incredible. The ram. The speed. The execution.” Gareth’s expression was conflicted. “But you weren’t there for most of it.”

“I know.”

“Your ship. Your engineering. Your tactical plan.” Gareth gestured at the Val-an. “And Cassius commanded it all.”

“I know.” The words came out hollow.

They stood on the deck. Surrounded by celebrating crew. Evidence of total victory. The Val-an intact, supplies destroyed, enemy routed.

And three new scars burning on Alistair’s skin.

Fifteen total now. Fifteen invitations. Fifteen pieces of himself surrendered.

How many more until there was nothing left to surrender?

Elena appeared at the top of the gangplank. She didn’t run. Didn’t rush. Just walked onto the ship and straight to him. Her eyes searched his face. Looking for him. Checking if he was still there.

“You’re back,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“How many scars?”

“Three new ones.”

“That’s… that’s fast.” Her voice cracked. “Three from one raid.”

“Extended possession. Cassius for sailing. Torvin for combat. Hours of sustained invitation.” Alistair looked at his scarred hands. “Anya was right. War accelerates everything.”

Elena pulled him close. Held him. Not celebration. Not relief. Just… holding him while he still existed to hold.

“It worked,” Alistair said against her hair. “The plan worked. The ram was perfect. We destroyed their supplies. Blackwood will have to withdraw.”

“I heard.” Elena’s grip tightened. “Gareth sent word ahead. Total tactical victory. Perfect execution.”

“And it cost me three more pieces.”

“I know.”

They stood together while the crew celebrated around them. While Gareth coordinated prisoner transfer and salvage operations. While Castle Vale woke to news of brilliant naval raid that would force enemy withdrawal.

Victory through possession.

Success through surrender.

Effectiveness purchased with identity.

The impossible calculation made flesh.

“Come inside,” Elena said. “Let Anya document the scars. Let me get you warm. Let…”

Let you mourn the parts of me that died tonight, Alistair finished silently.

They walked off the Val-an together. Alistair looked back once. At the ship. His creation. His engineering. His pride.

She had performed flawlessly. Everything he’d designed working exactly as intended. The ice-cutter ram. The speed. The maneuverability. Perfect execution of perfect engineering.

And he’d barely been present for any of it.

Just borrowed flesh. Ancestral hands. Someone else’s triumph wearing his face.

The fifteenth scar burned.

And deep in his consciousness, five voices argued about the raid. About tactics. About whose contribution mattered most. About how many more battles before integration became complete.

While Alistair walked toward his castle counting scars and wondering how many victories he could survive before victory stopped meaning anything at all.







ACT 6: CONSEQUENCES

The raid force had returned at dawn. Alistair had watched from Castle Vale’s battlements as the Val-an sailed into harbor, black smoke still visible on the eastern horizon where Blackwood’s supplies burned.

He’d led the raid himself. Had invited Cassius forward, commanded his own ship through possessed expertise, watched his engineering perform flawlessly while barely being present for it.

Three new scars burning on his skin. Fifteen total now.

He stood on cold stone feeling five voices argue about the raid’s success and feeling Elena beside him, wrapped in winter cloak, watching him with eyes that mourned what was already lost.

“You went,” she said quietly. Not accusation. Just acknowledgment.

“Yes.”

“And it worked. Total victory. Supplies destroyed. Blackwood will withdraw.”

“Yes.”

She moved beside him. Looked out at the harbor where the Val-an sat at anchor. “Gareth says it was brilliant. The ram. The speed. The execution.” Her voice was steady but hollow. “He says it was the finest tactical raid he’s ever seen.”

“It was Cassius. And Torvin. They used me.”

“I know.” Elena’s hand found his. “I watched you leave. Watched you board the ship. And I knew… I knew you’d come back different. More transformed. Less yourself.” Her grip tightened. “And you did.”

They stood in silence. Husband and wife. Seven years married.

“I watched you in the war room,” Elena said. “Watched Lysander use your face, your voice, your body. Watched you become your father for an hour.” She looked at him. “And it was brilliant. Every strategic decision was perfect. Everyone trusted you more because of it.”

“But?”

“But it wasn’t you.” She turned to face him. “I’ve been married to you for seven years. I know how you think. How you speak. How you make decisions. And that wasn’t you in there. That was Lysander wearing your skin.”

The words hit harder than intended.

“I’m sorry,” Alistair said.

“Don’t apologize.” Elena’s hand found his. “You’re doing what you have to. Using the tools available. Protecting our people. I understand that. I support it.” She squeezed his hand. “But I’m also watching my husband disappear. Piece by piece. Choice by choice. And I don’t know how to stop it.”

TOO LATE, Rowaan whispered beneath the others. ALREADY… STARTED… ONLY ENDS… ONE WAY…

“The expulsion techniques,” Alistair said. “Anya’s been teaching me methods Celdric developed. Ways to push them back more efficiently. Maintain boundaries.”

“Are they working?”

Honest answer: “Not well enough. Each invitation makes expulsion harder. The boundaries get thinner. They push through easier.”

Elena’s grip tightened. “How long?”

“Until what?”

“Until you can’t push them back at all. Until invitation becomes permanent. Until there’s nothing left of you to expel them from.”

The question he’d been avoiding.

“Celdric managed fifteen functional years,” Alistair said. “But I’m using the technique more frequently. More aggressively. War is forcing constant invitation.” He paused. “Months, maybe. Before the boundaries fail completely.”

“Months,” Elena repeated. Voice hollow. “We have months left.”

“Of me being mostly myself, yes. After that…” He trailed off. “After that I become something collective. Multiple consciousnesses sharing one body. Still functional. Still capable of ruling. Just… not entirely me anymore.”

Elena released his hand. Stepped back. Wrapped her arms around herself like she was cold despite the cloak.

“I keep thinking about Corwin,” she said. “About how much time you’ll have with him. How many more mornings reading him stories. How many more times teaching him things. How many more…” She couldn’t finish.

“I know.”

“He asked about you today. Asked when Papa would play with him again. When Papa would stop looking scary.” Her voice broke. “He’s five years old. He shouldn’t be afraid of his own father.”

“I’m staying away to protect him,” Alistair said. “Distance keeps him safer.”

“Distance also means he’s losing you while you’re still here.” Elena looked at him. “Which is worse? Being near you and frightened, or being separated and abandoned?”

The question had no good answer.

“After the war,” Alistair said. “When Blackwood withdraws. When things stabilize. I’ll spend time with him. Make memories while I’m still mostly myself.”

IF YOU SURVIVE THE WAR, Lysander said. IF BLACKWOOD DOESN’T KILL YOU. IF THE TECHNIQUE DOESN’T FAIL DURING CRITICAL MOMENT. IF, IF, IF.

Shut up, Alistair thought.

I’M JUST BEING REALISTIC, Lysander said. YOU’RE MAKING PROMISES YOU CAN’T GUARANTEE. WHAT IF YOU INVITE TORVIN DURING BATTLE AND HE WON’T LEAVE? WHAT IF INTEGRATION HAPPENS TOMORROW INSTEAD OF MONTHS FROM NOW? WHAT IF CORWIN’S LAST MEMORY OF HIS FATHER IS YOU LOOKING AT HIM WITH TWENTY DEAD MEN’S EYES?

“Stop,” Elena said suddenly.

Alistair looked at her. “What?”

“Stop arguing with them. I can see it. Your face shifts when they’re talking. Your eyes go distant. You’re not here when they’re loud.” She moved closer. “Right now. This moment. Be here. With me. Not with them.”

Alistair tried. Tried to quiet the voices. Tried to create mental compartment like Anya had taught. Build walls between his consciousness and theirs.

The walls formed. Thin. Fragile. But there.

The voices quieted. Not silent. Never silent. But muted. Background noise instead of immediate pressure.

“Better,” Elena said. “I can see you now.”

They stood together on the battlements. Husband and wife. Seven years married. Facing the reality that they had months left. Maybe less.

“I love you,” Alistair said. “That hasn’t changed. Won’t change. Even if everything else does.”

“I know.” Elena’s voice was steady now. “But love doesn’t stop this. Love doesn’t slow the transformation. Love just makes it hurt more.”

TRUE, Cassius said quietly. LOVE MAKES EVERYTHING HARDER. BUT ALSO MAKES RESISTANCE WORTHWHILE. SHE’S YOUR ANCHOR. REMEMBER THAT.

“There’s something else,” Elena said. “Something I need to tell you before… before you’re not you anymore.”

“What?”

She took a breath. “I’m frightened. Not just of losing you. Not just of what you’re becoming. I’m frightened of what comes after. When you’re fully integrated. When Corwin inherits. When the curse passes to him.”

The words landed like stones.

“He won’t perform the ritual,” Alistair said. “I’ll make sure. I’ll tell him everything. Show him what it costs. He’ll refuse.”

“And if the vassals demand it?” Elena challenged. “If tradition requires it? If refusing means losing lordship?” She looked at him. “Will you still be present enough to protect him? Or will you be so transformed that you’ll support the ritual? Push him toward it because the ancestors want to continue?”

The question was blade-sharp.

“I’ll protect him,” Alistair said. “No matter how transformed. No matter how integrated. Corwin is my anchor. The one thing they can’t contaminate.”

WE’LL SEE, Lysander said darkly. WE’LL SEE HOW STRONG YOUR ANCHORS ARE WHEN WE’RE FULLY MERGED. WHEN HIS INHERITANCE MEANS OUR CONTINUATION.

Alistair felt the mental walls crumbling. The voices pushing through again. The brief quiet ending.

“I should practice,” he said. “The expulsion techniques. Anya says daily practice is critical.”

Elena nodded. Started to leave. Paused. “The woman who translates. Anya. You trust her?”

“She’s brilliant. Extracting techniques that actually help.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Elena’s eyes held his. “Do you trust her? Her intentions? What she wants from all this?”

“She wants to help. Wants to solve the problem.”

“And what if helping you requires things you’re not ready for? What if the solution is worse than the problem?” Elena moved closer. “I’ve seen how she looks at the curse. Like it’s fascinating. Like it’s opportunity. Not tragedy. Opportunity.”

SHE’S PERCEPTIVE, Lysander observed. YOUR WIFE SEES WHAT YOU’RE MISSING. ANYA ISN’T JUST HELPING. SHE’S STUDYING. LEARNING. POSITIONING.

“She’s just a translator,” Alistair said.

“She’s a brilliant woman watching you transform into something unique. Something that’s never existed before, conscious tactical possession. Multiple personalities cooperating in single body.” Elena’s voice was quiet but firm. “And brilliant people with opportunities tend to want things. Tend to pursue agendas.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying be careful. Trust her scholarship. Use her techniques. But remember she has her own interests. Her own goals.” Elena touched his face gently. “Don’t let the curse blind you to everything else.”

She left him on the battlements.

Alone with five voices and fifteen scars and the growing realization that transformation wasn’t his only danger.







ACT 7: NIGHT DISCIPLINE

Midnight found Alistair in his chamber practicing expulsion techniques.

Mental compartmentalization. Building walls between his consciousness and the ancestors. The visualization was getting clearer with practice, seeing his own mind as physical space, the ancestors as distinct presences, the boundaries between them.

But the walls kept crumbling. Every time he built them, the voices pushed through. Commented. Criticized. Broke his concentration.

YOU CAN’T WALL US OUT, Lysander said for the hundredth time. WE’RE ALREADY INSIDE. PART OF YOU NOW. BUILDING WALLS IS JUST PRETENDING.

Except the walls DO work, Cassius argued. FOR MOMENTS. THOSE MOMENTS MATTER.

Alistair opened his eyes. Sweat on his forehead despite winter cold. The practice was exhausting. Mental effort that felt like physical labor.

A knock. He knew the rhythm. Anya.

“Enter.”

She came in carrying documents. More translations. Always more translations. “Still practicing?”

“Not successfully.”

“That’s normal. Celdric’s journals describe months of failed attempts before achieving functional compartmentalization.” She set down the documents. “But there’s something else. Something I found in his later volumes.”

Alistair gestured for her to continue.

“Celdric discovered that the expulsion techniques become less necessary as integration progresses.” She opened a journal to marked page. “Because eventually, expulsion isn’t the goal anymore. Cooperation is. The ancestors stop being invasive presences and become… partners. Aspects of expanded consciousness.”

“You’re saying I should stop fighting them.”

“I’m saying fighting them is temporary strategy. Eventually the fight ends not because you win, but because the distinction between ‘you’ and ‘them’ dissolves.” She met his eyes. “Celdric’s final entries talk about thinking in plural. ‘We decided this.’ ‘We prefer that.’ Not possession. Not invasion. Integration. Becoming something collective.”

THAT’S THE TRUTH, Lysander said. THAT’S THE ENDPOINT. YOU BECOME US. WE BECOME YOU. NO MORE WALLS. NO MORE FIGHTING. JUST UNIFIED CONSCIOUSNESS.

“And if I don’t want that?” Alistair asked.

“Then you fight until you can’t fight anymore. Maintain walls until they crumble permanently. Resist integration until resistance becomes impossible.” Anya’s voice was clinical. “Celdric fought for twenty years. Then he stopped fighting. Accepted integration. Lived twelve more years as collective consciousness.”

“Functional years?”

“Extremely functional. His late-stage governance was brilliant. As if he had instant access to all ancestral expertise simultaneously. Because he did. Because they weren’t separate anymore.”

The thirteenth scar appeared on Alistair’s wrist as they spoke. Burning. Fresh. From Lysander’s strategic session earlier.

“Another scar,” Anya noted, documenting. “From sustained invitation. The pattern is clear, each hour of invitation adds permanent marks. Physical evidence of ground surrendered.”

Alistair looked at his arms. Fifteen scars visible. Soon more. Eventually hundreds covering his entire body.

“How many scars did Celdric have at integration?” he asked.

“Over two hundred. Covering most of his torso and limbs. By the end, his body was more scar tissue than original skin.”

Two hundred scars. Two hundred invitations. Two hundred pieces of himself surrendered to ancestral presence.

“Elena thinks you have agenda,” Alistair said suddenly. “Thinks you’re not just helping. Thinks you want something.”

Anya didn’t look surprised. “Your wife is intelligent. Of course I have agenda.”

“Which is?”

“To observe unprecedented phenomenon. To document conscious tactical possession. To extract every possible technique from Celdric’s work.” She leaned forward. “You’re becoming something unique. Something that hasn’t existed in centuries. Multiple generations of consciousness cooperating in single vessel. That’s fascinating. That’s worth studying.”

“I’m not experiment.”

“You are, though. Every invitation is experiment. Every expulsion attempt is data. Every scar is evidence.” She gestured at her journals. “I’m documenting everything. Creating complete record. So when you complete integration, there will be knowledge. Understanding. Foundation for next generation.”

FOR CORWIN, Rowaan whispered. SHE’S… DOCUMENTING… FOR… THE BOY… WHEN CURSE… PASSES…

“You’re preparing instructions for my son,” Alistair said. Voice cold.

“I’m preparing knowledge for whoever inherits next. Whether that’s Corwin or someone else.” Anya’s expression didn’t change. “The curse continues. It always continues. Better to have documented strategies than forcing next generation to rediscover everything through suffering.”

“Corwin won’t perform the ritual.”

“You can’t guarantee that. Tradition is powerful. Pressure is powerful. And if he does perform it, if curse passes to him, wouldn’t you want him to have every advantage? Every technique? Every strategy that might help him survive longer?”

The calculation was brutal in its logic.

“That’s why you’re here,” Alistair said. “Not to save me. To document my transformation so Corwin has instruction manual.”

“Both,” Anya corrected. “I’m helping you survive longer AND documenting for future inheritance. These goals aren’t contradictory.”

SMART WOMAN, Lysander said. PRACTICAL. SEES LONG GAME. I LIKE HER.

“Get out,” Alistair said.

Anya stood. Collected her documents. “You’re angry because I’m honest about purpose. Most people would have lied. Pretended pure altruism. I respect you enough to tell truth. I’m here for knowledge. For documentation. For creating foundation that helps next generation.”

She moved toward the door. Paused with her hand on the frame.

“Your wife loves you,” she said quietly. “Anyone can see that.”

“Then why does this feel like you’re criticizing her?”

Anya turned. Met his eyes. “Because she’s already saying goodbye. Has been since I arrived. Every look she gives you is a memorial. Every touch is a farewell.” She tilted her head. “I’m not saying goodbye, Lord Vale. I’m saying hello. To you. To what you’re becoming. To whatever emerges from this transformation.”

She let that hang in the air.

“There’s a difference,” she finished. “Between mourning someone and being curious about them. Your wife is in mourning. I’m curious.”

She left.

Alistair sat alone. Stared at the fifteen scars. Felt the five voices arguing about Anya’s revelation, about Elena’s warnings, about integration approaching faster than expected.

But underneath the argument, something else. A small, treacherous warmth at being seen as something other than tragedy. At being approached with curiosity rather than grief.

Felt the mental walls he’d built crumbling. Felt the exhaustion of constant resistance. Felt the temptation to just stop fighting. Accept integration. Let the transformation happen.

Become something collective instead of struggling to remain individual.

NO, he thought. Not yet. Not while I can still fight.

But the voices whispered doubts. How long could he fight? How many more walls could he build before running out of material? How many more scars before there was nothing left to defend?



He couldn’t sleep.

Hours later, Alistair found himself wandering the castle corridors. The ancestors were quieter at night, not silent but subdued, as if even dead consciousnesses needed rest.

Light spilled from the library. Lamplight, warm and golden against stone walls.

He shouldn’t. He knew he shouldn’t.

He went anyway.

Anya sat at her worktable, surrounded by Celdric’s journals. Her hair had come loose from its practical arrangement, dark strands framing a face made softer by exhaustion. She looked up when he entered, and for once her expression wasn’t analytical.

Just… open.

“Can’t sleep?” she asked.

“The voices don’t quiet enough.” He moved into the room. Found himself sitting across from her without quite deciding to. “You should rest. You’ve been working constantly.”

“So have you. Fighting constantly.” She set down her pen. “At least my work doesn’t leave scars.”

The simple acknowledgment of what he was going through hit harder than sympathy would have.

“Can I ask you something?” Alistair said. “Not about the curse. About… before.”

Anya tilted her head. That curious gesture he was starting to recognize. “Before what?”

“Before all this. Who were you? What did you want? Before you became the scholar who studies cursed lords.”

The question surprised her. He could see it in the slight widening of her eyes, the pause before she answered.

“I wanted to understand things that defied understanding,” she said finally. “The Vale curse is the greatest supernatural mystery in the territory. I’ve studied it for ten years. Dreamed of getting close to it.” She smiled slightly. “Be careful what you wish for, I suppose.”

“Do you regret it? Being here?”

“No.” The answer came quickly. Certain. “I’ve learned more in days than in years of research. Watched selective invitation in action. Documented transformation progression. Spoken with ancestors through their vessel.” She leaned forward slightly. “You’re remarkable, Lord Vale. Not tragic. Remarkable.”

No one had called him remarkable in weeks. Everyone saw tragedy. Horror. Loss.

She saw something else.

“What were your ships going to be?” Anya asked suddenly. “The Val-an design. Before the curse. What did you dream they’d accomplish?”

And Alistair found himself talking. About the whaling fleet. About trade routes. About his vision for Vale’s economic transformation. About the drawings he’d made as a young man, the innovations he’d imagined, the future he’d planned before the ritual consumed everything.

She listened. Asked questions. Treated him like a man with ideas instead of a vessel with voices.

When he finally left, dawn was graying the windows.

“Thank you,” he said at the door. “For asking about the ships. No one asks about the ships anymore.”

“Everyone should have something that’s theirs,” Anya said. “Even possessed lords.”

He walked back to his chambers feeling something he hadn’t felt in weeks.

Not hope exactly. But something close.

Someone had seen him. Not the curse. Not the tragedy. Him.

DANGEROUS, Lysander whispered. SHE’S WORKING YOU. BUILDING CONNECTION FOR PURPOSE.

Maybe, Alistair thought. But she’s not wrong about Elena. About the mourning. About goodbyes.

And right now, he needed someone saying hello.



The war would continue tomorrow. More crises. More invitations. More scars.

Blackwood’s main force would withdraw, starving without supplies, forced to retreat by brilliant strategy executed through possession.

Victory through surrender.

Success at the cost of identity.

The calculation that had no good answer.

Just different speeds of losing everything that made him himself.

Alistair lay down. Closed his eyes. Let exhaustion pull him toward sleep.

The voices argued through the night.

The scars burned.

And integration approached like tide that couldn’t be stopped.

Only endured.

Only documented.

Only survived for as long as consciousness allowed.
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ACT 1: RAID RETURNS



The horn woke him. Three long blasts cutting through the grey space between sleep and waking, scattering the dreams that weren’t dreams. Lysander had been lecturing about supply logistics. Torvin reliving some border skirmish from sixty years past. Cassius humming a sea chanty older than Alistair’s grandfather. Celdric muttering about compound ratios, apologizing for forgetting which measurement came first. Alistair sat up. The voices didn’t stop, just shifted from dream-loudness to their usual background murmur. Dawn light crept through the chamber’s eastern window. Pale. Winter-thin. It fell across the foot of the bed where Elena should have been sleeping, but her side lay cold and undisturbed. She’d stopped sharing his bed five nights ago. Hadn’t explained. Hadn’t needed to. He dressed quickly, fingers finding clasps and buttons by memory. The doublet fought him. Too tight across the shoulders. Too loose at the waist. The servants had adjusted his wardrobe four times now, chasing a body that wouldn’t stop changing. STOP FIDGETING, Lysander said. YOU LOOK LIKE A SQUIRE DRESSING FOR HIS FIRST FEAST. The horn sounded again. Shorter blasts now. The signal for forces approaching the gate. Gareth’s raiders. Back from the Blackwood supply lines. Alistair crossed to the window. His reflection caught in the glass, backlit by morning grey, and he made the mistake of looking. The jaw was wrong. Sharper than it should be. More angular, like someone had carved away the softness his mother had given him. The cheekbones sat higher. The brow heavier. And the eyes… The eyes were still his. Mostly. But something moved behind them now. Something that watched the world with a calculation that didn’t feel like his own. BETTER, Lysander observed. YOU’RE STARTING TO LOOK LIKE A PROPER LORD INSTEAD OF A MERCHANT’S SON PLAYING DRESS-UP. My mother wasn’t a merchant, Alistair thought. NO, SHE WAS WORSE. SHE WAS KIND. Lysander’s contempt dripped through the words. SHE SOFTENED YOU. MADE YOU HESITATE. MADE YOU WEAK. THE TRANSFORMATION IS CORRECTING THAT. Alistair turned away from the glass. Didn’t respond. Responding only encouraged them, and he had a returning war party to greet. The corridor outside his chambers was empty. Too early for most servants, though he caught movement at the far end. A maid with an armful of linens who froze when she saw him, then hurried around the corner without meeting his eyes. That was new. The staff had always been deferential, but this was different. This was fear. GOOD, Torvin rumbled. FEAR KEEPS THEM HONEST. FEAR KEEPS THEM DISTANT, Cassius countered gently. A LORD NEEDS LOYALTY, NOT TERROR. YOU CAN’T SAIL A SHIP IF THE CREW WON’T LOOK AT YOU. The courtyard was already filling by the time Alistair reached it. Soldiers gathering near the stables, breath fogging in the cold air. Servants hovering at the edges with water and bandages. Maester Theron emerging from his chambers, medical satchel in hand. And Elena. She stood near the eastern colonnade, wrapped in a grey wool cloak, her hair still damp from washing. She’d been awake, then. Probably for hours. Probably hadn’t slept much at all. Their eyes met across the cobblestones. She looked away first. It was small. Quick. Anyone else might have missed it. But Alistair saw the flinch, the momentary tightening around her eyes before she schooled her features into the composed mask of Lady Vale. His wife was afraid to look at him. SHE’S AFRAID OF WHAT SHE SEES, Lysander said. CAN’T BLAME HER. YOU’RE NOT WHAT SHE MARRIED ANYMORE. SHE’S TIRED, Cassius offered. YOU’RE ALL TIRED. DON’T READ MALICE INTO EXHAUSTION. It’s not malice, Celdric’s fragmentary voice drifted through. It’s grief. I saw… that same look… I wrote about it once. Somewhere. The way they look at you when they’re already practicing the absence of you. I’m sorry. I can’t find where I put it. Movement near the library archway caught his attention. Anya, journal in hand, watching the returning raiders with scholarly interest. She’d been awake too, then. Working through another night, probably. Extracting more of Celdric’s techniques. Her eyes found his across the courtyard. She didn’t look away. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t school her features into careful neutrality. Just met his gaze with that direct curiosity that had become familiar over the past days. As if she was genuinely interested in what she saw rather than afraid of it. A small nod. Acknowledgment. Then she returned her attention to the riders, documenting observations in her journal. Such a small thing. Someone looking at him without flinching. Such a dangerous thing to notice. The gates groaned open. Gareth rode through first. His armor was splashed with mud and something darker, rust-brown streaks that could only be dried blood. Behind him came the column. Horses steaming in the cold. Men sitting slumped in saddles or walking stiffly beside their mounts. Supply wagons rolling heavy and low. Alistair counted as they filed through. Forty-three men had ridden out five days ago. Thirty-seven. Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine. Forty. Forty-one. Two empty saddles. Stirrups tied up in the way that meant their riders wouldn’t be needing them. But the wagons. Six of them, heavy-laden, wheels groaning under the weight. Blackwood grain. Blackwood salted meat. Blackwood weapons. Enough supplies to feed Vale’s soldiers for weeks, arm them for months. EXCELLENT, Lysander said. MINIMAL LOSSES FOR MAXIMUM GAIN. EXACTLY AS PLANNED. Two men dead, Alistair thought. The words settled in his stomach like stones. Henric. Wat. Men who’d eaten in his hall, served under his roof, trusted him with their lives because that was what service meant. TWO MEN FOR SIX WAGONS. Lysander’s voice carried no remorse. THAT’S AN ACCEPTABLE EXCHANGE RATE. YOU’LL NEVER WIN A WAR IF YOU CAN’T ACCEPT LOSSES. Gareth dismounted near the center of the courtyard, moving stiffly. Blood on his sword arm, though his movements suggested the wound wasn’t serious. He handed his reins to a stable boy and crossed toward Alistair, boots crunching on frost-rimed cobblestones. Something in his expression made the voices fall quiet. Not fear exactly. Something more complicated. Something that looked at Alistair and saw a stranger wearing a familiar face. “My lord.” Gareth’s voice was hoarse. Five days of hard riding and harder fighting. “The mission was successful. Blackwood’s eastern supply depot is ash. Their grain stores, weapon caches, fodder reserves. All destroyed or captured.” “Casualties?” “Two, my lord. Henric and Wat.” Gareth paused. Swallowed. “Henric took an arrow through the throat at the depot. Quick death. Wat…” The hesitation stretched. “Wat was captured during withdrawal. We could hear him screaming as we rode. Couldn’t go back.” Gareth’s jaw tightened. “The orders were clear. No rescue attempts that might compromise the retreat.” The orders were clear. Alistair remembered giving those orders. Remembered sitting at his desk five days ago, Lysander’s voice threading through his thoughts as strategies flowed from his pen. Clean withdrawal protocols. Acceptable loss thresholds. Contingency plans for captured personnel. He remembered writing “Leave them” in his own hand. THE MISSION SUCCEEDS OR NOTHING MATTERS, Lysander said. SENTIMENT GETS SOLDIERS KILLED. YOU MADE THE RIGHT CALL. “You followed the strategy exactly,” Alistair said. His voice came out flat. Toneless. Less like himself than he wanted it to sound. “Yes, my lord.” Gareth’s eyes searched Alistair’s face. Looking for something. Finding something else. “The orders were very specific. Detailed. The timing, approach vectors, contingency protocols. I’ve served three lords, my lord. I’ve never seen tactical planning like that.” Because it wasn’t my planning, Alistair thought. Because I let my dead father design a military operation while I watched from behind my own eyes. TAKE THE COMPLIMENT, Lysander snapped. THE STRATEGY WAS BRILLIANT. THE EXECUTION WAS FLAWLESS. THIS IS WHAT VICTORY LOOKS LIKE. Gareth was still watching him. Waiting. “See that the men are fed and rested,” Alistair said. “Wounded to Maester Theron. Henric and Wat’s families notified with standard death benefits.” “Already arranged, my lord.” Gareth hesitated. “There’s something else. Something the men overheard during the raid.” WHAT NOW? Torvin growled. “The Blackwood soldiers we encountered. They weren’t just guarding supplies.” Gareth’s voice dropped. “They were talking about you. About the ‘demon lord of the salt coast.’ About how you survived three days of possession madness and emerged with unholy powers.” The courtyard seemed to grow colder. Or maybe that was just the ice spreading through Alistair’s chest. “Rumors travel fast,” he said carefully. “These weren’t rumors, my lord. They had details. The Salt Communion. The voices. The transformation.” Gareth’s hand moved to his sword hilt. Not threatening. Comforting. “Someone’s been talking. Someone who knows what’s happening here.” BRYNMOR, Lysander said immediately. THE MERCHANT LORD. HE’S BEEN BUILDING HIS CASE SINCE THE RITUAL. SPECULATION, Cassius countered. SERVANTS TALK. SOLDIERS GOSSIP. INFORMATION SPREADS. INFORMATION THAT DETAILED DOESN’T SPREAD ON ITS OWN, Lysander shot back. SOMEONE IS FEEDING IT TO OUR ENEMIES. AND THERE’S ONLY ONE MAN IN THIS CASTLE WHO BENEFITS FROM MAKING ALISTAIR LOOK UNFIT TO RULE. “My lord?” Gareth waited for a response. For orders. For the lord he’d served to tell him what to do about enemies who knew things they shouldn’t. But Alistair was having trouble focusing. The voices argued, theories and counter-theories about leaks and loyalties, and underneath it all Torvin’s hungry pressure pushing toward violence while Celdric muttered about information security measures from a century ago. Focus. You’re the lord. They’re waiting. “Investigate quietly,” Alistair said. The words came steady despite the chaos. “No accusations. No arrests. Just listen. See who’s been talking to outsiders. Report directly to me.” “Yes, my lord.” Gareth bowed and moved away, barking orders at his exhausted men. The wagons rolled toward storehouses. The wounded limped toward Theron’s chambers. The machinery of Castle Vale ground into motion, processing the spoils of victory. And Elena appeared at Alistair’s elbow. He hadn’t seen her approach. Hadn’t heard her footsteps. She was simply there, close enough that he could smell lavender soap and something underneath it. Fear, maybe. Or grief. Her fingers touched his arm. Cold through his sleeve. Brief contact, quickly withdrawn. “You should eat something,” she said. “You look…” She didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. He looked wrong. He looked different. He looked like a man being slowly erased and rewritten, victory by victory, strategy by strategy. “I’m fine,” he said. The lie sat between them. Too obvious to acknowledge. Too painful to examine. Elena nodded once, the motion sharp and controlled. “The council meets at midday. Brynmor requested it. Trade matters, supposedly.” Her eyes flickered to the wagons rolling past. “Though I suspect he’ll have questions about these supplies. About the strategy that acquired them.” About where those strategies came from, she didn’t say. About whose mind produced them. “I’ll be there,” Alistair said. “I know.” She turned to go, then paused. Looked back at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read. “Gareth’s impressed by you. Terrified, but impressed. He thinks you’ve become a brilliant military commander overnight.” “Have I?” “You’ve become something.” Her voice was quiet. Steady. Devastating. “I’m still trying to figure out what.” She walked away. Didn’t look back again. Alistair stood in the courtyard, watching the victory unfold around him, feeling increasingly like a passenger in his own body. YOU’RE WINNING, Lysander said. BLACKWOOD IS WEAKENED. VALE IS STRONGER. EVERYTHING IS PROCEEDING EXACTLY AS IT SHOULD. And what am I becoming while it proceeds? Alistair thought. The voices didn’t answer. They didn’t need to. The answer was written in Gareth’s complicated fear. In Elena’s inability to hold his gaze. In the maid who’d fled rather than meet his eyes. He was becoming them. One brilliant strategy at a time. One acceptable loss at a time. One victory at a time.





ACT 2: THE HABITUAL INVITATION



The solar was cold despite the fire. Alistair stood at his desk, staring at documents that had arrived while he’d been in the courtyard. Trade manifests. Shipping schedules. A formal complaint from House Merrick regarding whale oil distribution rights. Another from House Valdris claiming their contracted allotment had been shorted by three barrels. Petty disputes. The kind of administrative tedium that kept a fiefdom running. The kind of problem that would have taken him hours to untangle a month ago, cross-referencing contracts, checking ledgers, balancing competing interests. Now it just looked like noise. BECAUSE IT IS NOISE, Lysander said. VASSAL HOUSES SQUABBLING OVER PERCENTAGES WHILE A WAR BUILDS ON YOUR BORDER. FOCUS ON WHAT MATTERS. The whale oil matters, Cassius interjected. TRADE RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE BLOOD OF A COASTAL HOLDING. ALIENATE MERRICK AND VALDRIS, YOU LOSE TWO LOYAL HOUSES OVER THREE BARRELS OF RENDERED FAT. LOYAL, Torvin scoffed. THEY’RE LOYAL TO PROFIT. THE MOMENT BLACKWOOD OFFERS BETTER TERMS, THEY’LL TURN. Morning light slanted through the solar’s tall windows, catching dust motes in the air. The fire crackled. Somewhere in the castle, a door slammed. Normal sounds. Administrative morning. Lord at his desk reviewing the business of his domain. Except Alistair couldn’t focus. The words on the page kept blurring. The numbers wouldn’t stay in his head. Merrick wanted… something. Valdris claimed… something else. The contracts said… JUST LET ME HANDLE IT. Lysander’s voice cut through the fog. Clear. Confident. Offering relief from the mental static. YOU’RE EXHAUSTED. YOU BARELY SLEPT. THE RAID, THE COUNCIL, THE TRANSFORMATION. LET ME TAKE THIS ONE. I’LL SORT THE TRADE DISPUTE IN MINUTES. YOU CAN FOCUS ON THE LARGER STRATEGY. Alistair’s hand moved toward the spiral scar on his right palm. He caught himself. Stopped. Stared at his own fingers hovering over the ridged flesh. When had that become automatic? When had reaching for Lysander become the first response instead of the last resort? IT BECAME AUTOMATIC WHEN YOU REALIZED IT WORKS, Lysander said. DON’T OVERTHINK IT. JUST LET ME HELP. The trade documents waited. The council met at midday. Brynmor would have questions about the raid, about the strategy, about the impossible tactical brilliance that had materialized overnight. Alistair needed answers. Needed to be sharp. Needed to be present. He pressed his palm against the scar. The invitation was barely conscious. Like breathing. Like blinking. Just a small opening, a slight relaxation of the mental walls Anya had taught him to build. Lysander flowed through. Not violent. Not overwhelming. Almost gentle, like slipping into warm water. Alistair felt his father’s presence settle into the spaces behind his eyes, felt strategic frameworks clicking into place, felt the trade dispute resolving itself into obvious solutions. Merrick gets the northern distribution rights they’ve been angling for. Valdris receives compensation for the shorted barrels plus a five percent increase in next quarter’s allotment. Both houses feel they’ve won. Both houses owe Lord Vale for his generous mediation. Simple. Elegant. The kind of solution that would have taken Alistair hours to devise, executed in moments. His hand was already writing. Pen moving across parchment in script that was almost his own. Just sharper. More confident. The letters formed without conscious thought, diplomatic language flowing from a mind that had spent forty years mastering the art of making vassals feel valued while extracting maximum loyalty. GOOD, Lysander said. NOW THE SHIPPING SCHEDULES. THERE’S AN INEFFICIENCY IN THE COASTAL ROUTES THAT’S COSTING YOU… Time folded.



The quill had stopped moving. Alistair blinked. Looked down at his desk. Three documents lay completed. The trade mediation. A revised shipping schedule. A formal response to some query he didn’t remember receiving. All written in his hand. All signed with his seal. All perfect. The fire had burned down to embers. The light through the windows had shifted. No longer morning-pale. Midday-bright now, sun higher than it should be. He turned toward the window. His neck screamed. Pain. Fresh and burning. Not the dull ache of old scars but the sharp fire of new damage. His hand flew to his throat. Raised flesh met his fingers. A ridge of scar tissue running along the left side of his neck. Thick. Prominent. Impossible to hide beneath any collar. The sixteenth scar. When? When had that happened? He’d only invited Lysander for the trade dispute. Just a few minutes of assistance. Just long enough to solve one simple problem. YOU WERE EFFICIENT, Lysander said. WE HANDLED SEVERAL MATTERS WHILE YOU RESTED. Rested? Alistair’s stomach lurched. What do you mean, rested? YOU STEPPED BACK. LET ME WORK. IT WAS EASIER THAT WAY. LESS RESISTANCE. LESS FRICTION. I didn’t step back. I was here. I was… The documents on his desk. Three of them. He remembered starting the first one. The trade mediation. Merrick and Valdris. But the shipping schedules? The formal response? He had no memory of writing those. No memory of the pen moving, the thoughts forming, the decisions being made. Two hours. He’d lost two hours. The realization hit like ice water. Not minutes. Not a brief consultation. Two hours of his life, gone. Spent somewhere else while Lysander used his hands, his voice, his authority. CALM DOWN, Lysander said. I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING YOU WOULDN’T HAVE DONE. JUST FASTER. MORE EFFICIENTLY. THE WORK IS EXCELLENT. CHECK IT IF YOU DON’T BELIEVE ME. That’s not the point. ISN’T IT? THE WORK IS DONE. THE PROBLEMS ARE SOLVED. YOUR VASSALS WILL BE SATISFIED. WHAT DOES IT MATTER WHO HELD THE PEN? Alistair’s hands were shaking. He pressed them flat against the desk, trying to steady himself. The new scar throbbed in time with his pulse, a burning reminder of ground surrendered. Sixteen scars now. Sixteen invitations. Sixteen pieces of himself traded for borrowed expertise. And he hadn’t even meant to invite this time. Had barely been conscious of the decision. Just a moment of exhaustion, a brief lowering of walls, and Lysander had flowed in like water finding cracks in stone. A knock at the door made him flinch. “My lord?” A servant’s voice. Uncertain. “Lady Vale sent me to inquire if you need anything before council. She said you’ve been working since dawn.” Working. Is that what Lysander had told them? Is that what his body had been doing while his mind was… where? Where had he been during those two hours? “My lord?” “I’m fine,” Alistair said. His voice came out rough. Wrong. He cleared his throat. “Tell Lady Vale I’ll be ready.” Footsteps retreated. Silence returned. Alistair looked at his reflection in the window glass. The new scar stood livid against his neck, raised and red, screaming its presence to anyone who looked. YOU’RE WELCOME, Lysander said. THE DOCUMENTS ARE FLAWLESS. THE VASSALS WILL BE IMPRESSED. THE COUNCIL WILL GO SMOOTHLY. ALL BECAUSE YOU LET ME HELP. All because I disappeared for two hours without choosing to. SEMANTICS. THE RESULT IS WHAT MATTERS. The door opened again. Not a knock this time. Elena entered without waiting for permission, her expression controlled in a way that meant she was controlling it deliberately. She stopped three steps into the room. Her eyes found the scar on his neck immediately. “That’s new,” she said. “Yes.” “From this morning?” “I… yes. I think so.” She crossed to the desk. Looked at the completed documents. Picked up the trade mediation, scanned it quickly, set it down. Her face revealed nothing. “This is excellent work,” she said carefully. “The Merrick-Valdris solution is elegant. They’ll both feel they’ve won.” “Thank you.” “When did you write it?” The question hung in the air. Simple words with complicated implications. “This morning,” Alistair said. “After the raid. I came up here to handle the administrative backlog before council.” “That was four hours ago.” Four hours. Not two. He’d lost even more time than he’d realized. Elena’s eyes searched his face. Looking for him. Looking for what remained. “The servant said you’ve been working since dawn. That you asked not to be disturbed. That you were very focused, very efficient.” She paused. “Was that you asking?” Alistair couldn’t answer. Didn’t know the answer. He’d invited Lysander for a simple trade dispute. He’d lost four hours and gained a scar he couldn’t hide and three documents he didn’t remember writing. “The council meets in an hour,” Elena said, her voice shifting. Steadier now. Practical. The voice of a woman who’d decided to handle a crisis rather than examine it. “You should eat something. Change your collar to something higher. The scar will still show but less prominently.” “Elena…” “Not now.” She held up a hand. “Whatever happened this morning, whatever you lost, we can discuss it later. Right now, Brynmor is waiting to question your fitness, and you need to look like a lord who’s in control of himself.” She moved to the door. Paused with her hand on the frame. “I had a servant bring food twenty minutes ago. You sent him away. Told him you weren’t hungry.” She looked back at him. “Do you remember doing that?” No. He didn’t remember. “I thought not.” Her voice was quiet. Gentle in a way that hurt worse than accusation. “Eat something, Alistair. The real you needs strength. Even if you’re not always the one using it.” She left. Alistair stood alone in his solar, surrounded by excellent work he didn’t remember doing, wearing a scar he hadn’t chosen to earn, trying to find the edges of himself in a mind that was becoming increasingly crowded. The food sat on a side table. Cold now. He didn’t remember it arriving. He ate anyway. The real him needed strength. Even if he wasn’t always the one using it.





ACT 3: COUNCIL OF WHISPERS



The high collar chafed against the new scar. Alistair stood before the mirror in his dressing chamber, adjusting the stiff fabric for the third time. Elena had chosen well. Dark velvet, rigid boning, rising nearly to his jaw. It hid most of the damage. Most. The scar’s upper edge still peeked above the collar line, a sliver of raised pink flesh that drew the eye like blood in water. Nothing to be done about it now. Council waited. He turned from the mirror. Crossed to the small table by the window where he kept his private things. Not documents or weapons. Smaller items. Personal anchors. Anya had explained the concept. Touchstones that were purely his. Memories and objects the ancestors couldn’t claim. Things that tethered him to himself when the voices grew too loud. His fingers found the wooden horse first. Crude craftsmanship, one leg slightly shorter than the others. He’d carved it himself four years ago, when Corwin had just begun taking his first steps, still more baby than boy. Had sat in this same room, working the knife by candlelight, while Elena slept and the baby made small sounds in his cradle. The ancestors had no memory of that night. Couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t claim it. Alistair closed his eyes. Let the smooth wood anchor him. Remembered the smell of shavings, the ache in his fingers, the fierce quiet joy of making something for his son. TOUCHING, Lysander said. BUT THE COUNCIL WON’T WAIT FOR YOUR SENTIMENT. The voice shattered the memory like glass. Alistair set down the horse. Reached for the second anchor. A length of blue ribbon, faded now, soft as water. Elena had worn it in her hair the day they’d married.

The silk slipped through his fingers. Cool. Familiar. His. YOU’RE STALLING, Torvin growled. THE VASSALS ARE ALREADY SEATED. EVERY MINUTE YOU DELAY, YOU LOOK WEAK. ONE MORE MOMENT, Cassius said gently. LET HIM HAVE ONE MORE MOMENT. Alistair opened his eyes. Tucked the ribbon into his pocket. Straightened his collar one final time. The walk to the council chamber felt longer than usual. Servants pressed themselves against walls as he passed. Eyes down. Breath held. The castle had learned to fear its lord, and the knowledge sat in Alistair’s stomach like spoiled meat. He paused outside the chamber doors. Through the thick oak, he could hear the murmur of voices. Real voices. Human voices. Men discussing trade and borders and the business of governing. And underneath that sound, the other voices. The ones only he could hear. BRYNMOR WILL ATTACK YOUR COMPETENCE, Lysander said. HE’S BEEN BUILDING TO THIS FOR WEEKS. COUNTER WITH THE RAID’S SUCCESS. REMIND THEM WHO KEEPS THEM SAFE. JUST KILL HIM, Torvin suggested. QUICK KNIFE. PROBLEM SOLVED. VIOLENCE WILL ONLY PROVE HIS ACCUSATIONS, Cassius countered. POLITICS REQUIRES PATIENCE. The formula for… no, wait, that’s not relevant, Celdric muttered. SORRY. MY MIND WANDERS. Alistair pushed open the doors. The council chamber fell silent. Eight men sat around the long table. Gareth near the head, loyal but troubled. Alwyn of House Merrick, old money and older caution. Rodrick of House Valdris, ambitious and calculating. Maester Theron in his customary corner, observing rather than participating. And at the far end, positioned to face whoever sat in the lord’s chair, Brynmor. The merchant lord’s eyes found the scar immediately. Tracked its path above Alistair’s collar. Noted the new additions to an already disturbing collection. “My lord.” Brynmor rose, bowing precisely as deep as protocol required and not a fraction deeper. “Thank you for joining us. I know you’ve been… occupied this morning.” The pause before “occupied” carried weight. Implication. He knows something, Alistair thought. Or suspects. “The raid’s success required attention,” Alistair said, moving to his chair. “I’m sure you understand. Logistics don’t manage themselves.” “Indeed.” Brynmor remained standing as the others rose and bowed. “We’re all impressed by the raid’s success. Six wagons of Blackwood supplies. A crippled enemy depot. All achieved with minimal losses.” “Two men dead,” Gareth said quietly. “Henric and Wat. That’s not minimal to their families.” “Of course.” Brynmor’s sympathy was perfectly calibrated. “A tragedy. But strategically speaking, the exchange was remarkably favorable. Almost impossibly so.” HERE IT COMES, Lysander said. HE’S SETTING THE TRAP. “You have concerns about the strategy?” Alistair kept his voice level. Neutral. Lordly. “Not concerns, my lord. Questions.” Brynmor sat, and the others followed. “The tactical planning Gareth described was extraordinary. Approach vectors calculated to the minute. Contingency protocols for seven different scenarios. Withdrawal routes optimized for terrain none of us knew existed.” He leaned forward, hands folded on the table. “Forgive my bluntness, Lord Vale, but three weeks ago you were a merchant’s factor with no military training. Now you’re producing strategies that seasoned commanders call brilliant.” His eyes flicked to the scar again. “I’m simply curious where such expertise comes from.” The silence stretched. Five voices erupted simultaneously. TELL HIM IT’S NONE OF HIS BUSINESS, Lysander snapped. SHOW HIM THE BACK OF YOUR HAND, Torvin suggested. PERHAPS ACKNOWLEDGE THAT YOU’VE BEEN STUDYING, Cassius offered. HISTORICAL TEXTS. MILITARY TREATISES. The compound for clarity… no, that won’t help here, Celdric muttered. FLESH… KNOWS… WAR… Rowaan’s fragment bubbled up from somewhere deep. Alistair opened his mouth. Closed it. The competing advice tangled in his throat, each voice pulling a different direction. “My lord?” Brynmor’s eyebrow rose. “Are you well?” “Fine.” The word came out harsh. Wrong. “I’m fine. The strategies came from study. Research. My father’s military journals.” GOOD SAVE, Lysander said. NOT ENTIRELY A LIE. “Your father’s journals.” Brynmor’s tone remained carefully neutral. “The same father who, by all accounts, descended into violent madness before his death?” “The same father who held this territory for forty years against Blackwood aggression.” Gareth’s voice cut through the tension. “Whatever Lord Lysander became at the end, his military record was unimpeachable. If Lord Alistair inherited that knowledge, we should be grateful.” Thank you, Alistair thought. At least someone’s defending me. GARETH’S USEFUL, Lysander acknowledged. KEEP HIM CLOSE. But Brynmor wasn’t finished. “And the transformation, my lord? The changes the servants whisper about? The new scars appearing daily?” He gestured at Alistair’s collar. “That one’s fresh, isn’t it? Appeared this morning?” The council members shifted. Eyes that had been politely averted now stared openly. At his collar. At his face. At the wrongness they could sense but couldn’t name. “The Salt Communion carries costs,” Alistair said. “Every Lord Vale has borne them.” “Every Lord Vale has also shown signs of instability eventually.” Brynmor’s voice hardened. “Your father saw enemies everywhere. Your grandfather couldn’t sleep without guards at his door. How long before you follow that pattern?” ANSWER HIM, Lysander demanded. CRUSH THIS CHALLENGE NOW. CAREFULLY, Cassius warned. ANGER PROVES HIS POINT. KILL HIM, Torvin insisted. Alistair gripped the arms of his chair. The wood creaked under his fingers. He needed to respond. Needed to be calm, measured, lordly. Needed to prove he was still himself, still in control, still fit to rule. He opened his mouth to deliver the careful response Cassius was suggesting. His jaw moved wrong. The sensation was subtle. A slight shift in the muscles, a momentary misalignment. His mouth forming shapes he hadn’t chosen. His face wearing an expression that belonged to someone else. Alwyn flinched. The old lord actually pushed back from the table, chair legs scraping stone, his weathered face going pale. “Lord Merrick?” Rodrick frowned at his fellow vassal. “What’s wrong?” “Nothing.” Alwyn’s voice shook. “I just… for a moment, Lord Vale looked like…” He didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. Everyone at the table knew what Lysander Vale had looked like. Had seen the old lord in council chambers just like this one, wearing that same cold expression, delivering strategies that sent men to their deaths with mathematical precision. Alistair felt his face settle back into its proper configuration. Felt the muscles release whatever grip had seized them. His own expressions returned, but the damage was done. The council members were staring at him differently now. Not with the frustrated suspicion they’d shown Brynmor’s questions. With something rawer. More primal. Fear. THEY SHOULD FEAR YOU, Torvin said. FEAR KEEPS THEM LOYAL. This isn’t loyalty, Alistair thought. This is terror. There’s a difference. IS THERE? Lysander asked. AT THE END OF THE DAY, THEY OBEY. DOES THE REASON MATTER? “I think,” Elena said from the doorway, “that this council has covered sufficient ground for today.” Alistair hadn’t heard her enter. None of them had. She stood at the threshold, composed and unreadable, every inch the Lady of Vale. “The raid was successful. The supplies are secured. Lord Vale has addressed Lord Brynmor’s concerns.” She moved into the room, her presence somehow filling it. “Unless there are urgent matters requiring immediate attention, perhaps we should adjourn and allow the men who rode through the night some rest.” It wasn’t a suggestion. Brynmor recognized it. His jaw tightened, but he rose with the others, bowing to Elena with the same precise depth he’d offered Alistair. “Of course, my lady. We can continue this discussion another time.” “I’m sure we will.” Elena’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. The council filed out. Gareth paused at the door, looking back at Alistair with that complicated expression. Not fear, exactly. Something sadder. Something that looked like watching a friend drown by inches. Then he was gone, and Alistair sat alone with Elena in the empty chamber. “Your face,” she said quietly. “During the council. It changed.” “I know.” “Everyone saw it.” “I know.” She moved closer. Stood behind his chair. Her hand hovered near his shoulder but didn’t touch. “They voted with you. Every measure Brynmor tried to raise, they sided with their lord.” Her voice was flat. Analytical. “But they’re not following you anymore, Alistair. They’re afraid of you. They’ll obey because they don’t dare do otherwise. Is that what you want?” He stared at the empty chairs. At the table where men had looked at him and seen his father’s ghost wearing his face. “No,” he said. “Then we need to find another way. Before there’s nothing left of you to follow.” She left him there. The voices argued about what had just happened. About Brynmor’s threat and Gareth’s loyalty and Alwyn’s fear. About strategy and politics and the proper application of terror. Alistair sat in the lord’s chair and felt the walls of his mind growing thinner. One council meeting at a time. One flinch at a time. One expression that wasn’t his own at a time.





ACT 4: DRAVEN EMERGES



The voice came as Alistair climbed the stairs to the east tower. Not Lysander’s cutting contempt. Not Torvin’s hungry growl. Not Cassius’s gentle helpfulness or Celdric’s fragmented apologies or Rowaan’s alien fragments. Something new. Something that slithered. And you trust them? Alistair stopped mid-step. Hand on the cold stone wall. Heart suddenly racing. Interesting, the voice continued. Brynmor questions your fitness, and you assume he’s the enemy. But what about Gareth? He defended you so quickly. So publicly. Almost as if he’d rehearsed it. Who is this? The question formed before Alistair could stop it. Directed inward. Toward the crowded space behind his eyes where five voices had become… six. Me? The new voice carried something the others lacked. Amusement. Cold, patient amusement. I’m the one who asks the questions no one else will. The one who sees what you’re too trusting to notice. A name, Alistair demanded. DRAVEN. The name arrived the way his voice did — quiet, patient, certain it would be remembered. GENERATION FOURTEEN. I’VE BEEN WATCHING FOR SOME TIME NOW. WAITING UNTIL YOU WERE READY TO LISTEN. Ready to listen to what? TO THE TRUTH ABOUT THE PEOPLE AROUND YOU. Draven’s whisper wound through his thoughts like smoke. YOUR VASSALS FEAR YOU NOW. FEAR MAKES MEN DESPERATE. DESPERATE MEN MAKE ARRANGEMENTS. SECRET ARRANGEMENTS. WITH ENEMIES WHO MIGHT OFFER BETTER TERMS THAN A LORD WHO WEARS HIS DEAD FATHER’S FACE. Alistair forced himself to keep climbing. One step. Another. The east tower held Anya’s translation chambers. She’d sent word that she’d found something important. Something he needed to see. SHE SENT WORD, Draven echoed. HOW CONVENIENT. RIGHT AFTER THE COUNCIL WHERE YOUR FITNESS WAS QUESTIONED. RIGHT WHEN YOU’RE MOST VULNERABLE TO DOUBT. WHAT DOES SHE GAIN FROM SUMMONING YOU NOW? She’s helping me. IS SHE? Draven’s tone never sharpened, never rose. Just that steady, insinuating whisper. SHE’S TRANSLATING JOURNALS THAT DOCUMENT YOUR DETERIORATION. RECORDING EVERY SCAR, EVERY BLACKOUT, EVERY LOST HOUR. CREATING A COMPLETE RECORD OF YOUR TRANSFORMATION. FOR WHOSE BENEFIT, EXACTLY? For mine. For Corwin, eventually. AH YES. FOR THE NEXT GENERATION. Draven let the words hang. SO WHEN YOU’RE GONE, WHEN YOU’VE BECOME NOTHING BUT ANOTHER VOICE IN THE CHORUS, SOMEONE WILL HAVE DETAILED INSTRUCTIONS ON HOW TO MANAGE THE CURSE. SOMEONE WILL KNOW EXACTLY HOW YOU FAILED. EVERY MISTAKE DOCUMENTED. EVERY WEAKNESS CATALOGUED. That’s not… TELL ME, LORD VALE. IF YOU WERE BUILDING A CASE FOR SOMEONE’S UNFITNESS TO RULE, WHAT WOULD YOU NEED? EVIDENCE OF INSTABILITY. RECORDS OF LOST TIME. DOCUMENTATION OF PHYSICAL TRANSFORMATION. EXPERT TESTIMONY FROM A FOREIGN SCHOLAR WITH NO LOYALTY TO VALE. Draven’s whisper curled around the thoughts like a strangling vine. ANYA’S GIVING SOMEONE EXACTLY WHAT THEY NEED. THE ONLY QUESTION IS WHO. Alistair reached the tower door. His hand trembled on the latch. IGNORE HIM, Lysander snapped. NEW VOICES ARE ALWAYS CONFUSED. DISORIENTED. HE’LL SETTLE. OR HE’S SEEING CLEARLY, Torvin rumbled. FRESH EYES. NO ASSUMPTIONS. MAYBE THE PARANOID ONE HAS A POINT. HE DOESN’T HAVE A POINT, Cassius said firmly. ANYA’S BEEN NOTHING BUT HELPFUL. DON’T LET SUSPICION POISON… POISON? Draven cut in smoothly. I’M NOT POISONING ANYTHING. I’M JUST ASKING QUESTIONS. QUESTIONS LORD VALE SHOULD HAVE BEEN ASKING FROM THE BEGINNING. WHY DID BRYNMOR ARRANGE FOR A TRANSLATOR SO QUICKLY? WHY DID SHE AGREE TO COME TO A REMOTE COASTAL HOLDING IN THE MIDDLE OF WINTER? WHAT DOES THE VALDRIS FAMILY GAIN FROM THEIR SUDDEN COOPERATION? ENOUGH, Lysander commanded. But the questions were already planted. Already taking root. Alistair opened the door. Anya looked up from her desk. The translation chamber was cluttered with books and scrolls, candles burning at multiple stations, her fingers stained with ink up to the second knuckle. She’d been working through the night again. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. “Lord Vale.” She rose, gathering papers. “Thank you for coming. I’ve found something you need to see.” SHE FOUND SOMETHING, Draven whispered. HOW FORTUNATE. HOW TIMELY. “Show me,” Alistair said. Anya spread documents across the main table. Celdric’s journals, bristling with her annotated translations. Charts she’d created, tracking dates and frequencies and progressions. Diagrams showing something that looked like a web, threads connecting nodes in patterns Alistair couldn’t immediately parse. “I’ve been cross-referencing Celdric’s invitation records with his scar progression,” she said, pointing to one of the charts. “Looking for patterns. Trying to understand the relationship between tactical use and transformation speed.” TRYING TO UNDERSTAND, Draven echoed. OR TRYING TO DOCUMENT. “What did you find?” Anya’s expression tightened. Not fear exactly. Something more clinical. The look of a physician about to deliver difficult news. “The technique isn’t what we thought it was.” “Meaning?” She pulled forward a specific page. Celdric’s handwriting, cramped and urgent, with her translation in neat script below. “I assumed invitation was like borrowing. You open a door, an ancestor steps through, you use their expertise, then you push them back and close the door.” She traced a line of Old Tongue with her finger. “But that’s not how it works. The door doesn’t close. Not fully. Every invitation leaves it open a little wider.” The room felt colder. Or maybe that was just the ice spreading through Alistair’s chest. “Wider how?” “Each time you invite a specific ancestor, that ancestor becomes more present. More integrated. More permanent.” Anya met his eyes. “You’ve been using Lysander for strategy. Every time you do, Lysander becomes stronger. More difficult to expel. More deeply woven into your consciousness.” LIES, Lysander said. TOO QUICKLY. TOO SHARPLY. “The scars aren’t just markers of invitation,” Anya continued. “They’re anchors. Physical points where ancestral presence has… attached. Rooted. The more you use an ancestor, the more anchors they create. The more anchors they create, the harder they are to push back.” Alistair thought of the morning. The trade dispute. The automatic invitation he’d barely noticed making. The four hours that had vanished while Lysander handled problems in his body. “The technique is a trap,” he said. “Yes.” Anya’s voice held no satisfaction in being right. Only the grim weight of unwelcome truth. “The more you use it, the faster you lose yourself. Celdric realized this eventually. Look.” She pointed to a passage near the end of the journal. The handwriting had changed. Shakier. Less controlled. “‘I thought I was borrowing their strength. I was feeding them mine. Every invitation a meal. Every tactical use a feast. They grow fat on my choices while I grow thin.’” Alistair’s hand moved to the scar on his neck. The sixteenth anchor. The sixteenth meal he’d fed to hungry ghosts. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” The question came out sharper than he intended. Accusation buried under the words. CONVENIENT, Draven whispered. SHE TELLS YOU AFTER DOZENS OF INVITATIONS. AFTER THE PATTERN IS ALREADY ESTABLISHED. AFTER THE DAMAGE IS DONE. Anya didn’t flinch. “I only found this section last night. Celdric buried it. Scattered the relevant entries across multiple volumes, wrote key passages in a cipher within the cipher. He didn’t want future heirs to understand too quickly.” “Why would he hide it?” “Because understanding doesn’t help.” She set down the papers. “Knowing the technique is a trap doesn’t make it less necessary. You still face Blackwood. You still need Lysander’s strategic brilliance, Torvin’s combat reflexes. The choice isn’t between using the technique and not using it. The choice is between losing slowly with use or losing quickly without it.” Lose slowly or lose quickly. The same trap he’d been walking since the ritual, now with walls closing on every side. Every solution accelerating the problem it was meant to solve. SHE’S RIGHT, Cassius said quietly. THE INFORMATION IS DEVASTATING BUT ACCURATE. CELDRIC REACHED THE SAME CONCLUSIONS. UNLESS SHE’S WRONG, Draven countered. OR LYING. OR SELECTIVELY PRESENTING INFORMATION TO ACHIEVE A SPECIFIC GOAL. ASK YOURSELF, LORD VALE, WHO BENEFITS FROM YOU BELIEVING RESISTANCE IS FUTILE? “There’s something else,” Anya said. OF COURSE THERE IS, Draven whispered. She pulled out a final document. A list of names and dates. “Celdric tracked which ancestors grew strongest through use. The ones he invited most frequently became the dominant voices. The ones he ignored faded to background noise.” She pointed to a name near the top of the list. “His father. The ancestor he used most for governance. By year twenty, Celdric couldn’t distinguish his father’s thoughts from his own. By year thirty, he wasn’t sure there was a difference.” Alistair looked at the name. Thought of Lysander’s voice in his head. How natural it had become. How easy to reach for. How hard to remember a time when his thoughts had been only his own. “I’ve been feeding my father for a month,” he said. “Strengthening him. Making him harder to resist.” “Yes.” “And every time I use the technique going forward, I make it worse.” “Yes.” “But if I don’t use it, I lose the abilities that are keeping Vale safe.” “Yes.” Alistair laughed. The sound was hollow. Wrong. Tasted like copper and ashes. “So I’m trapped. Use the technique and become my father faster. Don’t use it and watch my people suffer for my weakness.” Anya didn’t offer comfort. Didn’t pretend there was a third option. Just stood there with her ink-stained fingers and her devastating documentation, watching him process the impossible mathematics of his own destruction. SUCH HELPFUL INFORMATION, Draven said. DELIVERED AT SUCH A HELPFUL TIME. RIGHT WHEN YOU’RE QUESTIONING EVERYTHING. RIGHT WHEN YOU’RE MOST VULNERABLE TO DESPAIR. Shut up, Alistair thought. I’M JUST ASKING QUESTIONS. WHY DID SHE WAIT UNTIL NOW? WHAT DOES SHE GAIN FROM YOUR HOPELESSNESS? The whisper wound deeper. AND NOTICE HOW SHE’S POSITIONED HERSELF. THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN READ THE JOURNALS. THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN TELL YOU WHAT THEY SAY. YOU HAVE NO WAY TO VERIFY HER TRANSLATIONS. NO WAY TO KNOW IF SHE’S TELLING THE TRUTH OR TELLING YOU WHAT SOMEONE WANTS YOU TO BELIEVE. ENOUGH, Lysander barked. THE WOMAN IS USEFUL. STOP POISONING THE WELL. Is it poisoning to ask obvious questions? Draven’s amusement never wavered. Or is it poisoning to trust blindly because trusting feels better than doubting? Alistair looked at Anya. Really looked. At the exhaustion in her face, the dedication in her ink-stained hands, the clinical detachment in her eyes. Was she helping him? Or documenting his destruction for someone else’s benefit? A month ago, he wouldn’t have questioned. A month ago, he would have trusted her expertise, accepted her conclusions, been grateful for her assistance. But that was before six voices argued in his skull. Before Draven’s whispered doubts joined the chorus. Before he’d learned that everything designed to help him might be accelerating his end. “Thank you for showing me this,” he said. The words came out flat. Neutral. Revealing nothing. “Lord Vale.” Anya’s voice sharpened. “I know this is difficult to hear. But the information is accurate. Hiding from it won’t change the mathematics.” “I’m not hiding. I’m processing.” He moved toward the door. “Continue your translation. Document everything you find. I’ll… consider how to proceed.” He left before she could respond. Left before Draven could whisper more questions. Left before the doubts could sink any deeper into his already fractured mind. The stairwell was cold and dark, and six voices argued about truth and lies and the impossible burden of not knowing who to trust. Draven’s whisper wound through all of it. Patient. Persistent. Planting seeds that would grow whether Alistair wanted them to or not.





ACT 5: CORWIN’S NIGHTMARE



Night came like a held breath released. Alistair lay in his chambers, staring at the canopy above his bed. The fire had burned low, casting shifting shadows across the ceiling. Shapes that almost looked like faces. Profiles that almost resembled men he’d never met but somehow knew. The bed was too large. Too empty. Elena’s side stretched away from him, linens undisturbed, pillow untouched. Five nights now. Five nights since she’d stopped sleeping beside him. She hadn’t made a declaration. Hadn’t explained or argued or wept. Just… stopped. Quietly. Completely. The way you step back from a fire that’s grown too hot. SHE’S PROTECTING HERSELF, Cassius said gently. YOU CAN’T BLAME HER. SHE’S ABANDONING YOU, Draven countered. PLANNING FOR AFTER. ALREADY MOURNING A HUSBAND WHO’S STILL BREATHING. SHE’S DOING WHAT SHE HAS TO, Celdric offered. MY NOTES ON THIS… I WROTE SOMETHING DOWN. YEAR TWELVE OR THIRTEEN. ABOUT SLEEPING ALONE. ABOUT HOW THE BED GETS COLDER THAN THE ROOM EVER EXPLAINS. I’M SORRY. I CAN’T FIND THE PAGE. Alistair pressed his palm against the spiral scar on his right hand. The original. The first mark. The one that had started everything. The ridged flesh was warm. Always warm now. As if something burned underneath it, something that never quite cooled. He traced the spiral with his thumb, feeling the familiar whorls, the pattern that matched the salt circle in the ritual chamber. One scar had become sixteen. One voice had become six. One desperate choice had become a cage that grew smaller every day. Sleep, he told himself. You need to sleep. But the voices wouldn’t quiet. Lysander analyzing the council meeting, cataloging weaknesses to exploit. Torvin reliving some ancient battle, blades and blood and the wet sounds of dying men. Cassius humming sea chanties. Celdric muttering formulas. Rowaan’s fragments bubbling up from somewhere deep, alien sounds that weren’t quite words. And underneath all of it, Draven. Asking questions. Planting seeds. Why did Elena stop sleeping here? What did she decide? Who did she tell? She didn’t tell anyone, Alistair thought. She just… stepped back. Did she? Or did she step toward something else? Someone else? Draven’s whisper curled through the darkness. Brynmor’s been attentive lately. Solicitous. Offering his support in your time of difficulty. And she’s been meeting with him. Private conversations. Closed doors. She’s managing the political situation. Managing him. Is that what she told you? Alistair turned onto his side. Closed his eyes. Tried to find the silence that used to live inside his skull. It wasn’t there anymore. Maybe it never would be again. Sleep came eventually. Thin and restless, more like drifting than true rest. Dreams that weren’t dreams, memories that weren’t his, voices arguing about things that had happened decades or centuries before he was born.



The scream shattered everything. Alistair was on his feet before consciousness fully returned. Heart hammering. Hand reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. The scream came again, high and terrified, the sound of a child in the grip of something worse than darkness. Corwin. He was moving before thought caught up with action. Out of his chambers, into the corridor, bare feet slapping cold stone. The screaming came from the family wing, from the nursery, from his son. Other sounds reached him as he ran. Footsteps. Voices. Servants roused by the commotion. But underneath it all, that terrible high keening, the sound of a five-year-old boy screaming as if the world was ending. The nursery door hung open. Candlelight spilled into the corridor. Elena was already there, kneeling beside Corwin’s small bed, her arms wrapped around a thrashing child who wouldn’t stop screaming. “It’s all right,” she was saying. “It’s all right, sweetheart, it was just a dream, Papa’s not…” She saw Alistair in the doorway. Stopped mid-sentence. Corwin saw him too. The screaming got worse. “NO!” The boy twisted in Elena’s arms, fighting to get away, to get further from the doorway, from his father. “NO NO NO, THE FACES, MAMA, THE FACES…” “Corwin.” Alistair stepped into the room. “Son, it’s me. It’s Papa. You had a nightmare, but you’re safe now, I’m…” “YOUR EYES ARE WRONG!” The words hit like a physical blow. Corwin had stopped thrashing, was staring at Alistair with an expression no five-year-old should be capable of making. Terror, yes. But underneath it, something worse. Recognition. “Your eyes are wrong, Papa.” Tears streamed down the boy’s face. “There’s people behind them. I can see them. They’re looking at me through your eyes.” The room went cold. HE SEES US, Cassius said quietly. CHILDREN SOMETIMES CAN. THEIR MINDS AREN’T CLOSED YET. INTERESTING, Draven whispered. THE BOY PERCEIVES WHAT ADULTS CANNOT. OR WILL NOT. “Corwin.” Alistair crouched down, trying to make himself smaller, less threatening. “There’s no one behind my eyes. It’s just me. Just your Papa.” The lie tasted like ash. Because it wasn’t just him anymore. Hadn’t been for weeks. And somehow his son could see what his vassals only sensed, what his wife only feared, what he himself could barely admit. “I don’t like them.” Corwin’s voice dropped to a whisper. “The people in your eyes. They’re mean. They say things.” “Say things? What things?” “Mean things. About me. About Mama.” The boy’s lower lip trembled. “One of them wants to hurt people. One of them is sad and confused. And one of them…” He shuddered. “One of them isn’t a person at all.” ROWAAN, Celdric said. HE’S SEEING ROWAAN. FASCINATING, Lysander murmured. THE BOY HAS SENSITIVITY. THAT COULD BE USEFUL LATER. USEFUL, Draven echoed. YES. THINK ABOUT WHAT THAT MEANS. THE HEIR WHO CAN SEE THE ANCESTORS. THE NEXT VESSEL, ALREADY ATTUNED. Alistair reached for his son. A father’s instinct. Comfort the frightened child. Hold him close. Promise that everything would be all right. Corwin screamed again and scrambled backward, nearly knocking Elena over in his desperation to escape. “DON’T TOUCH ME! THE MEAN ONE IS LOOKING AT ME! HE’S LOOKING AT ME LIKE I’M SOMETHING TO EAT!” BECAUSE YOU ARE, Torvin growled. EVENTUALLY. WHEN YOU’RE GROWN. WHEN THE CURSE PASSES. YOU’LL JOIN US EVENTUALLY, BOY. The thought wasn’t Alistair’s. But it moved through his mind, and for a horrible moment it shaped his face. He felt his expression shift, felt his eyes narrow with an assessment that belonged to Torvin, felt his lips curl into something that wasn’t quite a smile. Corwin saw it happen. His son watched his father’s face become something else, something hungry and calculating, and the sound that came out of the boy wasn’t a scream anymore. It was worse. A whimper. The sound of something small and helpless realizing it was prey. “Corwin…” Alistair forced Torvin back, fought for control of his own face, felt the muscles resist before finally settling into their proper configuration. “Corwin, I’m sorry, that wasn’t. I didn’t…” “Take him.” Elena’s voice cut through the chaos. Cold. Controlled. Absolutely certain. “Marta, take Lord Corwin to my chambers. Stay with him until I come.” The nurse appeared from somewhere, gathered the sobbing child, carried him away. Corwin’s cries echoed down the corridor, growing fainter but not fading entirely. The sound of a boy who’d seen monsters and knew they weren’t under his bed. They were inside his father. Elena stood slowly. Her face had gone to Lady Vale — that particular stillness she wore in council chambers, in front of vassals, in every room where grief was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Revealing nothing. But her eyes… Her eyes held something Alistair had never seen there before. Something that looked like the death of hope. “Elena…” “Don’t.” “I didn’t mean to frighten him. Torvin just, it slipped through. I couldn’t…” “I know.” She cut him off. No anger in her voice. Nothing in her voice. Just flatness. Just gray. “I know you didn’t mean it. That’s the problem, isn’t it? You don’t mean any of it. The faces. The voices. The way you look at our son like he’s a problem to be solved instead of a child to be loved.” “I don’t…” “You do. Not always. Not the you that’s still in there.” Her voice cracked, just slightly, before she forced it steady again. “But enough. Often enough that our son has nightmares about the monsters living in his father’s eyes. Often enough that I can’t tell anymore when I’m talking to my husband and when I’m talking to his ghosts.” She moved toward the door. Stopped with her hand on the frame. “I need to go to him. He needs his mother.” “He needs his father too.” Elena looked back at him. The mask slipped, just for a moment. Underneath it was grief, raw and bleeding. “He had a father. A wonderful father who carved him wooden horses and stayed up all night when Corwin had colic and held him when he cried.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t know what you are anymore, Alistair. But whatever it is, it terrifies our son. And I won’t let him be frightened in his own home.” She left. Her footsteps faded down the corridor, toward her chambers, toward their son. Toward a door that would close against him. Alistair stood alone in the nursery. Surrounded by wooden toys and small clothes and all the artifacts of a childhood that was slipping away from him. A rocking horse he’d painted himself. Picture books with well-worn pages. A stuffed bear that had belonged to Alistair when he was young, passed down to another generation. Normal things. Human things. Things that belonged to a father who existed less and less with each passing day. SHE LOOKED AT YOU LIKE YOU’RE THE THREAT, Draven whispered. BECAUSE YOU ARE. YOUR SON KNOWS IT. YOUR WIFE KNOWS IT. THE ONLY ONE WHO DOESN’T KNOW IT IS YOU. Shut up. I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. The paranoid voice wound through his grief like poison through water. The boy sees clearly. Children do. He sees what you’re becoming. And he’s right to be afraid. Alistair picked up the wooden horse. The one he’d carved three years ago. The anchor point. The memory they couldn’t touch. But they could touch his son. Could look through his eyes at a five-year-old boy. Could twist his face into expressions that belonged to dead men. Could turn him into something his own child couldn’t bear to be near. The horse felt different in his hands now. Same smooth wood. Same slightly uneven legs. Same artifact of a simpler time. But the man holding it wasn’t the same man who’d made it. Might never be that man again. Alistair sat down on his son’s small bed. Held the wooden horse. And listened to the voices argue about what had just happened while somewhere down the corridor, a five-year-old boy cried himself to sleep in his mother’s arms. Afraid of his father. Afraid of the faces behind his father’s eyes. Afraid of monsters that were no longer imaginary.



He didn’t know how long he sat there. Long enough for the candles to burn lower. Long enough for the sounds of commotion to fade. Long enough for the castle to settle back into uneasy silence. Footsteps in the corridor. Not Elena’s measured stride. Not a servant’s hurried shuffle. Anya appeared in the nursery doorway. She didn’t speak. Just took in the scene: the lord of Castle Vale sitting on a child’s bed, holding a carved wooden horse, face wet with tears he hadn’t noticed shedding. She entered without asking permission. Sat on the small chair by Corwin’s desk, the one made for a five-year-old body. It should have looked ridiculous, a grown woman in scholar’s gray folded into a child’s furniture. It didn’t. “I heard,” she said simply. “Everyone heard.” His voice came out rough. Broken. “My son screamed like I was going to kill him.” “He’s five. He doesn’t understand.” “He understood perfectly.” Alistair turned the wooden horse over in his hands. “He saw them. Saw them looking through me. Saw Torvin looking at him like…” He couldn’t finish. “Like a predator sees prey.” The words should have been cruel. From Anya, they were just accurate. “Yes.” Silence stretched between them. Not uncomfortable. Just present. “When I was seven,” Anya said quietly, “my mother told me my father was possessed by demons. That the man who lived in our house wasn’t really my father anymore. That I should be afraid of him.” Alistair looked up. “She was wrong,” Anya continued. “My father was just cruel. No demons required. But I spent years being terrified of him. Looking for monsters that weren’t there. Missing the man who was.” She met his eyes. “Your son sees something real. That’s different. That’s harder. But it doesn’t mean you’re gone.” “Doesn’t it?” “You’re sitting in his room holding a toy you made him. Crying because you frightened him.” Her voice was steady. Matter-of-fact. “Monsters don’t cry for their children, Lord Vale. Monsters don’t sit in nurseries grieving the loss of trust. Whatever you’re becoming, you’re not a monster yet.” NOT YET, Draven whispered. GIVE IT TIME. But the other voices were quiet. Even Lysander had nothing to add. “He won’t let me near him now,” Alistair said. “My own son.” “Then you earn it back. Slowly. Carefully. Show him the father is still there, even when the faces crowd behind your eyes.” Anya stood. “It won’t be easy. It might not work. But giving up guarantees failure. Fighting at least gives you a chance.” She moved toward the door. Paused. “For what it’s worth,” she said, “I’ve studied possessed lords for ten years. Read accounts of their transformations, their descents, their ends. You’re different. You’re fighting harder than any of them did. That matters. Even when it doesn’t feel like it matters.” She left. Alistair stayed in the nursery a while longer. Holding the wooden horse. Thinking about fighting. About how everyone else seemed to be saying goodbye. And one person kept saying hello.





ACT 6: THE MIRROR



The mirror waited in his chambers like an accusation. Alistair stood before it. Made himself look. Really look. The way he’d been avoiding for days. The candles threw unsteady light across his reflection, shadows pooling in the hollows of a face that had once been soft. Had once been his. START AT THE TOP, Draven suggested. WORK YOUR WAY DOWN. CATALOG THE DAMAGE. The brow was heavier. Thicker. A ridge of bone pressing against skin that seemed too thin to contain it. Torvin’s brow. Alistair had seen portraits in the gallery, paintings of the grandfather he’d never met. The resemblance was undeniable now. Below that, the eyes. Still grey, still his mother’s color. But something moved in their depths. Something old and patient and hungry. When the light caught them at certain angles, they seemed to hold more than one gaze. As if other eyes looked out from behind his own. THE BOY SAW IT, Draven whispered. CHILDREN SEE TRUE. The cheekbones had sharpened. The jaw squared. Lysander’s jaw. The jaw his father had worn while issuing orders that sent men to their deaths, while berating servants, while sliding into the madness that consumed his final years. Alistair touched his face. Felt the wrongness under his fingertips. Bone structure subtly shifted. Skin stretched over architecture that wasn’t quite human anymore. And the scars. He pulled open his shirt. Counted them in the mirror’s reflection. The spiral on his right palm. That was first. That would always be first. Then the thin lines on his forearms. The branching pattern across his left shoulder. The starburst on his ribs. The newer marks climbing his chest, spreading like cracks in ice. And now the one on his neck. Raised and red, still fresh, impossible to hide. A collar of damage ringing his throat like a brand. Sixteen scars. Sixteen anchors. Sixteen points where the ancestors had rooted themselves in his flesh. SIXTEEN MEALS, Draven said. THAT’S WHAT ANYA CALLED THEM. EACH SCAR A FEAST. EACH INVITATION FATTENING THE GHOSTS THAT CONSUME YOU. Alistair traced the neck scar with his finger. Felt the heat of it, the wrongness, the way it pulsed slightly in time with his heartbeat. Or their heartbeats. He couldn’t tell anymore. YOUR FATHER’S JAWLINE, Draven continued. YOUR GRANDFATHER’S BROW. ROWAAN’S EYES, OR SOMETHING CLOSE TO THEM. WHOSE FACE WILL IT BE NEXT MONTH? WHOSE FACE WILL YOUR SON SEE WHEN HE LOOKS AT YOU? “Stop,” Alistair said aloud. I’M ONLY DESCRIBING WHAT’S IN FRONT OF YOU. THE MIRROR DOESN’T LIE, LORD VALE. EVEN IF EVERYONE ELSE DOES. A knock at the door. Soft. Hesitant. “Alistair?” Elena’s voice. Muffled by oak and iron and all the distance that had grown between them. He pulled his shirt closed. Turned from the mirror. “I’m here.” A pause. He could picture her on the other side, hand raised to knock again, uncertain whether to enter. Whether she was welcome. Whether she was safe. “Corwin’s sleeping,” she said through the door. “Finally. Marta’s staying with him.” “Good. That’s… good.” Another pause. Longer this time. “Can I come in?” The question carried weight. She was asking more than permission to enter a room. She was asking if there was still space for her in his life. If the man she’d married still existed enough to welcome her. “Yes,” Alistair said. “Please.” The door didn’t open. “I think…” Elena’s voice caught. “I think I’d rather talk like this. If that’s all right. Through the door.” BECAUSE SHE’S AFRAID, Draven whispered. AFRAID OF WHAT SHE’LL SEE IF SHE LOOKS AT YOU DIRECTLY. AFRAID OF WHOSE EYES WILL LOOK BACK. “All right,” Alistair said. He moved to the door. Pressed his palm against the wood. Imagined her on the other side, doing the same. Separated by two inches of oak that might as well have been miles. “The technique,” Elena said. “Anya told me what she found. About the invitations making it worse.” “Yes.” “So every time you use them. Lysander for strategy, Torvin for fighting, you’re feeding them. Making them stronger.” “Yes.” “And if you stop using them?” Alistair closed his eyes. Leaned his forehead against the door. “If I stop, Blackwood wins. The vassals lose faith. Everything we’ve built falls apart.” He heard himself laugh, hollow and wrong. “The technique is killing me. Not using the technique kills everyone else.” “There has to be another way.” “Anya’s looking. Celdric’s journals might have something. But right now…” He spread his hand against the wood. “Right now there’s no good answer. Just different ways to lose.” Silence from the other side. He could hear her breathing. Could almost feel the warmth of her through the door. “You’re disappearing,” Elena said finally. The words came quiet. Steady. Utterly devastating. “Every day there’s less of the man I married. Less of the man who carved wooden horses and stayed up all night when Corwin had colic and looked at me like I was the most precious thing in the world.” Her voice broke slightly. “More of them. More of your father’s cruelty. Your grandfather’s violence. Something ancient and terrible that I don’t have a name for.” SHE’S ALREADY MOURNING YOU, Draven whispered. ALREADY PLANNING FOR AFTER. ALREADY SAYING GOODBYE TO A CORPSE THAT HASN’T STOPPED BREATHING. “I know,” Alistair said. “Do you? Do you really?” Her voice hardened. “Because sometimes I look at you and I think you’ve already given up. Already accepted that you’re going to become them. Already stopped fighting.” The accusation hit like a blade. “I haven’t stopped,” Alistair said. “Then prove it. Tell me there’s still someone in there worth fighting for. Tell me my husband isn’t already dead.” Alistair pressed both hands against the door now. Pressed his whole body against it, as if he could reach through the wood, through all the distance, and touch her. “I’m still here,” he said. “I’m still fighting. Every day. Every hour. Every minute there’s a voice telling me to give up, to give in, to let them take over, and every minute I say no. I say this is mine. My body. My life. My family.” He felt his throat tighten. Felt moisture at the corners of eyes that still belonged to him. “I know what I’m becoming. I know how this ends. I’ve seen it in the mirror, felt it in my bones, heard it in the six voices that never stop talking.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “But I’m going to keep fighting anyway. Not because I think I’ll win. Because it’s all I have left. Because giving up means they were right about me. Because my son deserves a father who fought until the very last moment, even if that father becomes a monster in the end.” Silence. Then, softly, Elena’s hand pressed against the door from the other side. He couldn’t feel it through the wood. But he knew it was there. Could sense it somehow, the warmth of her palm matching the placement of his. “That’s my husband,” she said. “That’s the man I married.” “What’s left of him.” “What’s left is enough. For now.” Her voice steadied. “Keep fighting, Alistair. For Corwin. For me. For yourself. Keep fighting until there’s nothing left to fight with.” “And then?” “Then I’ll remember who you were. And I’ll make sure our son remembers too.” SHE’S MAKING CONTINGENCY PLANS, Draven observed. PREPARING FOR YOUR DEATH WHILE PRETENDING TO SUPPORT YOUR SURVIVAL. But for once, Alistair didn’t listen to the paranoid voice. Didn’t let the doubt sink in. Elena was still here. Still on the other side of the door. Still calling him husband. Still asking him to fight. That was enough. For tonight, that was enough. “I should let you rest,” Elena said. “Council again tomorrow. Brynmor won’t stop pushing.” “I know.” “I’ll handle what I can. Shield you where possible. Buy time.” “I know.” Another pause. He heard her step back from the door. “Goodnight, Alistair.” “Goodnight, Elena.” Her footsteps retreated down the corridor. Fading. Gone. Alistair stood alone, hand still pressed against the wood, feeling the ghost of connection that had passed between them. A door opened somewhere down the hall. Soft. Almost silent. But in the night quiet, unmistakable. He looked. Anya stood in the doorway of her chambers, twenty feet away. She’d heard, then. Of course she had. Voices carried in stone corridors. She didn’t speak. Didn’t approach. Just met his eyes across the distance. And nodded once. Slow. Deliberate. I see you, the gesture said. I heard you fighting. I heard you choose to keep going. Then she stepped back. Her door closed. The corridor returned to silence. But something had passed between them in that moment. Something that felt less like comfort and more like acknowledgment. Less like goodbye and more like… recognition. SHE’S WATCHING YOU, Draven whispered. LEARNING YOUR VULNERABILITIES. FINDING THE CRACKS. Maybe, Alistair thought. But she’s also the only one who looks at me like I’m still worth watching.

But Elena was on the other side of a door. Had been on the other side of a door for days now. And Anya kept showing up. Kept looking at him directly. Kept saying hello when everyone else was practicing goodbye. DANGEROUS, Lysander observed. BE CAREFUL. But even his father’s voice held something other than contempt. Something almost like… interest. Alistair turned back to the mirror. His reflection waited. Wrong face. Wrong eyes. Sixteen scars marking the ground he’d lost. He pressed his palm against the spiral scar on his right hand. The original. The beginning. Tried to remember what his face had looked like before. Before the ritual. Before the voices. Before the slow erasure of everything he’d been. The memory wouldn’t come. Couldn’t come. Too much had changed. Too much had been overwritten. THAT MAN IS ALREADY DEAD, Draven whispered. THE ONLY QUESTION IS WHO REPLACES HIM. “Me,” Alistair said to his reflection. To the voices. To the darkness. “I replace him. Whatever I’m becoming, I’ll make it mine. I’ll fight until there’s nothing left. And then I’ll fight some more.” The voices didn’t respond. Maybe they didn’t believe him. Maybe he didn’t believe himself. But he said it anyway. And saying it mattered. Choosing to resist mattered. Even if resistance was futile. Even if the walls were crumbling. Even if six voices became seven, became ten, became twenty.

He would fight. He would lose. He would fight again.

That was what it meant to be steadfast.# THE FIRST EMPYREAN ## CHAPTER 11: BORDER RAID



ACT 1: WAR COUNCIL

The war room smelled of old leather and fresh desperation.

Dawn light crept through the eastern windows, grey and thin, illuminating the maps spread across the great oak table. Alistair stood at its head, watching Gareth’s fingers trace the enemy positions. Red markers. Too many red markers. They clustered along Vale’s northern border like drops of blood spreading through water.

“Three villages in seven days.” Gareth’s voice was hoarse. The captain hadn’t slept properly since the last raid, and it showed in the hollows beneath his eyes. “Millbrook. Thornden. Saltwick. All burned. Grain stores destroyed. Livestock scattered or slaughtered.”

“Survivors?” Elena asked. She sat at Alistair’s right hand, her face composed, her voice steady. The Lady of Vale conducting business. As if the man beside her hadn’t spent the last week becoming someone else.

“Some. The attacks came at night. Fast. Brutal.” Gareth moved a cluster of red markers closer to a blue line representing Vale’s defensive perimeter. “They’re not trying to hold territory. They’re not even trying to take it. They’re trying to starve us.”

Alistair studied the map. The strategic picture assembled itself in his mind with uncomfortable clarity, pieces fitting together in patterns he shouldn’t have recognized. Blackwood’s commander was good. Very good. The raids weren’t random. They targeted supply lines, grain stores, the infrastructure that kept an army fed during winter campaigns.

CLASSIC INTERDICTION, Lysander observed. CUT THE SUPPLIES, FORCE A RESPONSE. MAKE THE ENEMY FIGHT WHERE YOU CHOOSE.

Torvin rumbled agreement. GOOD TACTICS. BETTER WOULD BE TO BURN THEIR COMMANDER’S HOME WHILE HE BURNS VILLAGES. MAKE IT PERSONAL.

THAT’S NOT STRATEGY, THAT’S VENGEANCE, Cassius countered. YOU’D EXPOSE SUPPLY LINES FOR THE SATISFACTION OF…

SATISFACTION? Torvin’s contempt dripped through the word. IT’S PSYCHOLOGICAL WARFARE. BREAK THEIR WILL.

WHILE YOU BREAK OUR LOGISTICS, Draven cut in, his paranoid whisper sliding between the louder voices. BUT THE REAL QUESTION IS WHO TOLD THEM WHERE TO STRIKE. THREE VILLAGES IN SEVEN DAYS. PRECISELY THE ONES WITH THE LARGEST STORES. SOMEONE’S FEEDING THEM INFORMATION.

The voices tangled together, strategies overlapping, arguments bleeding into arguments. Alistair pressed his palm flat against the table’s surface, using the cold wood to anchor himself.

“My lord?” Gareth was waiting. They were all waiting. Elena. The three minor lords who’d been summoned for the council. Anya, tucked into the corner with her ever-present journal, documenting everything.

“Continue,” Alistair said. His voice came out steadier than he felt.

Gareth nodded, pulling another set of markers from a leather pouch. “Our defensive positions.” Blue markers, arranged in a thin line along Vale’s eastern border. Not enough blue. Not nearly enough. “We’ve reinforced Thornwall and the river crossing at Saltbridge. But we’re spread thin. Too much ground, too few men.”

“What about the levies?” Lord Merrick spoke up. A minor vassal, loyal but nervous. His lands bordered the burned villages. “The common folk could…”

“Farm boys with pitchforks against trained raiders?” Torvin’s scorn echoed in Alistair’s skull. “Might as well feed them to wolves.”

“The levies aren’t trained for this kind of warfare,” Alistair said, translating Torvin’s contempt into something more diplomatic. “They’d be slaughtered.”

Merrick subsided, flushing.

“Then what?” Lord Ashworth leaned forward. Older than Merrick, more experienced, and more dangerous. His eyes had been watching Alistair throughout the council, measuring the changes that no amount of careful tailoring could hide. “We sit behind our walls while Blackwood burns the countryside?”

ATTACK, Lysander urged. STRIKE THEIR SUPPLY DEPOT. THE ONE NORTHWEST OF BLACKRIDGE. I’VE BEEN TRACKING THEIR LOGISTICS. THEY’RE VULNERABLE.

FINALLY, Torvin agreed. SOMETHING WORTH DOING.

CASSIUS CUT IN, WORRIED. THE DEPOT IS THREE DAYS’ RIDE THROUGH CONTESTED TERRITORY. THE RISK…

RISK? Lysander’s voice sharpened. THE RISK IS DOING NOTHING. SHOWING WEAKNESS. LETTING THEM DICTATE THE TERMS OF THIS WAR.

THERE ARE OTHER OPTIONS, Cassius insisted. NAVAL PRESSURE ALONG THE COAST. DIPLOMATIC…

DRAVEN’S WHISPER SLICED THROUGH. DIPLOMATIC CHANNELS ARE COMPROMISED. HOW DO YOU THINK THEY KNEW ABOUT THE GRAIN STORES? SOMEONE IN THIS ROOM, PERHAPS. SOMEONE WHO BENEFITS FROM VALE’S WEAKNESS.

The paranoia was spreading, infecting Alistair’s thoughts. He looked around the table. Gareth, loyal beyond question. Elena, fighting for their family in her own way. The minor lords, with their own interests and their own fears. Anya in the corner, her pen moving across paper, her eyes flicking between faces.

“Gareth.” Alistair’s voice cut through the external silence and the internal chaos. “The supply depot northwest of Blackridge. What do we know about its defenses?”

Gareth’s eyebrows rose slightly. He hadn’t mentioned the depot. Neither had anyone else at the table. But he recovered quickly, professional instincts taking over.

“Light garrison. Maybe forty men. They’re using it as a staging point for the raids.” He pulled a fresh map from beneath the others, spreading it across the table. “Stone walls, single gate, watchtower. Accessible through the Thornwood if you know the paths.”

“Forty men,” Alistair repeated. “We could take it with sixty. Maybe fifty if we’re fast.”

“Fast is the problem.” Gareth traced a route on the map. “Three days through forest, avoiding Blackwood patrols. Any force we send would be exhausted before they arrived. And Blackwood’s commander…” He hesitated. “He’s good, my lord. Very good. He’ll have contingencies.”

THEN WE NEED SOMEONE BETTER, Lysander said. SOMEONE WITH SIXTY YEARS OF WARFARE IN HIS BONES.

The implication settled through Alistair like cold water.

Not someone. Something. A voice that knew every ambush, every counter-strategy, every way to turn forest warfare into slaughter.

He felt Torvin stir in the depths. Interested. Hungry.

LET ME DRIVE, the grandfather growled. THREE HOURS. MAYBE LESS. I’LL BREAK THEM.

YOU’LL BREAK HIM, Cassius countered. EVERY INVITATION ACCELERATES THE INTEGRATION. YOU KNOW THIS.

HE KNOWS IT TOO. Torvin’s voice held something that might have been respect. AND HE’S GOING TO DO IT ANYWAY. BECAUSE THERE’S NO OTHER OPTION.

There’s ALWAYS another option…

NAME ONE, Lysander snapped. NAME ONE THAT DOESN’T END WITH BLACKWOOD BURNING MORE VILLAGES WHILE WE DEBATE.

Silence from Cassius. Silence from Celdric’s fragmentary presence. Even Draven’s paranoid whispers faded.

Because there wasn’t one. Not really.

“My lord.” Lord Ashworth’s voice cut through the tactical discussion. Careful. Measured. The tone of a man choosing words he couldn’t take back. “May I speak plainly?”

Alistair looked up from the map. “Always, Ashworth.”

“You’re proposing to personally lead this raid.” Ashworth gestured at the map. The depot. The route through Thornwood. “Three days through contested territory. Combat insertion. Hours of active engagement. All while…” He paused. “While managing your condition.”

The room went quiet. Everyone knew what condition meant. Everyone had seen the signs. The scars visible on Alistair’s hands. The way his face had started shifting. The moments when he spoke with voices that weren’t entirely his own.

“The condition is precisely why I need to go,” Alistair said. Keep voice steady. Don’t let them see the voices arguing beneath the surface. “Torvin’s combat expertise is the only advantage we have against Blackwood’s superior numbers.”

“Torvin’s expertise.” Ashworth leaned forward. “My lord, with respect, that’s acknowledging you’ll be inviting extended possession. Hours of letting your grandfather command your body. In hostile territory. Where anything could go wrong.”

FINALLY, Torvin rumbled. SOMEONE WITH SENSE. THOUGH HE’S GOING TO ARGUE AGAINST IT. WATCH.

“The risks are understood,” Gareth said, supporting his lord. But even Gareth’s voice held uncertainty. “Lord Vale has demonstrated effective use of selective invitation. The technique…”

“The technique accelerates transformation.” Lord Merrick spoke up. Younger than Ashworth. Less experienced. But his lands bordered the raid zone. He had stake. “We’ve all seen it. Every invitation leaves more scars. Changes him more. How many invitations before…” He trailed off.

Before I’m not me anymore, Alistair finished silently. Before what you’re following stops being your lord and becomes something else.

“Before the vessel becomes unsuitable,” Ashworth said. Blunt. Practical. The language of livestock management applied to lordship. “We need Lord Vale functional. Not just for this raid. For the entire war. For governance. For the succession.”

Ah, Lysander observed. THERE IT IS. THEY’RE WORRIED ABOUT THE HEIR. ABOUT CORWIN INHERITING FROM A FATHER WHO’S ALREADY TRANSFORMED.

“My son is five years old,” Alistair said. Cold. Clear. “The succession isn’t in question.”

“Not yet.” Ashworth’s eyes were steady. “But if you transform too quickly, if you lose yourself before Corwin comes of age, who rules Vale? Who manages the curse’s transfer? Who ensures your son doesn’t inherit chaos along with title?”

HE’S NOT WRONG, Cassius said quietly. THE POLITICAL MATHEMATICS ARE SOUND.

Elena’s hand tightened on the table edge. Alistair saw her calculating. Saw her weighing how to defend him without undermining his authority.

“The alternative?” Alistair asked. Let them say it. Let them propose conventional tactics with conventional casualties.

“Send Gareth,” Merrick suggested. “With full force. No… no ancestral involvement. Clean military operation.”

“Which fails,” Alistair said flatly. “Gareth’s excellent. But he’s not Torvin. Doesn’t have sixty years of combat experience. Doesn’t know forest warfare like someone who lived through the Border Wars. We’d lose men. Possibly the entire force.”

“But you’d remain yourself,” Ashworth said. “Functional. Present. Ruling.”

The calculation hung in the air. Military effectiveness versus lordly preservation. Mission success versus lord’s identity.

Sacrifice pieces on the board versus sacrificing the king.

“I’m going,” Alistair said. Final. No room for argument. “The raid requires expertise we don’t possess conventionally. Torvin provides that. The cost is understood and accepted.”

“By you,” Ashworth pressed. “Not by your vassals. Not by your people. Not by your son who still needs a father.”

OUCH, Lysander said. THAT ONE LANDED.

Alistair felt it land. Felt the truth of it in his chest. Corwin screaming when his father’s face changed. Elena lying about why Papa looked different. The five-year-old who’d lost his father without death providing the mercy of clean ending.

“The cost of doing nothing is higher,” Alistair said. “Blackwood burns more villages. Kills more of my people. Starves Vale through systematic logistics destruction. Every day I delay is another day they entrench. Another family dead. Another community destroyed.”

“And every invitation is another piece of you destroyed,” Ashworth countered. “How many raids until there’s nothing left to preserve? Until Corwin inherits from a vessel instead of a father?”

Elena stood. Sharp. Sudden. Every eye turned to her.

“Enough.” Her voice cut through the argument. Lady Vale asserting authority. “Lord Ashworth, your concerns are noted. Logged. Appreciated. But the decision is made.” She looked at Alistair. Something passing between them. Understanding. Agreement. “My husband will lead this raid. Will use the technique as necessary. And will return.”

“Lady Elena…”

“Will return,” she repeated. Harder. “Because I’ll ensure it. Because Anya will ensure it. Because we’re developing management strategies that didn’t exist before.” She gestured at the minor lords. “You’re worried about the succession? About governance? So am I. Which is why I’m taking active measures instead of passive observation.”

Ashworth absorbed that. Read between the words. “The binding ritual Celdric documented. You’re actually considering it.”

“We’re researching it,” Elena corrected. “Thoroughly. Carefully. With full understanding of risks. But yes. If sharing the burden keeps Lord Vale functional longer, we’ll pursue that option.”

The room absorbed the implications. A lady participating in the curse. Unprecedented. Possibly heretical. Definitely desperate.

But desperate measures were all they had left.

“Then I suppose,” Ashworth said slowly, “we have no choice but to trust you both know what you’re doing.”

“We don’t,” Alistair admitted. “But we’re doing it anyway. Because the alternative is worse.”

Ashworth nodded. Sat back. Yielded.

Lord Merrick looked between them. “When does the raid depart?”

“Two days,” Gareth said. “Pre-dawn. Forty men. Fast insertion, fast extraction.”

“Then I suggest,” Ashworth said, “that Lord Vale spend those two days preparing. Mentally. Physically. Whatever the technique requires to minimize the cost.”

He met Alistair’s eyes. “Because the realm needs you functional, my lord. Not just for this raid. For what comes after.”

Alistair looked at the map. At the red markers spreading like infection. At the thin blue line that was supposed to protect his people.

Then he looked at Elena.

She was watching him. Reading his face with the careful attention of someone who’d spent weeks learning to recognize the signs. The moments when the man she’d married was present. The moments when something older looked out through his eyes.

“How long would you need to…” She paused, choosing words carefully with the minor lords listening. “…consult your father’s tactical journals? For this kind of operation?”

CLEVER GIRL, Lysander observed. GIVING HIM COVER.

“Hours,” Alistair said. “Maybe longer. Combat is unpredictable.”

The room felt the weight of what he was saying. Even the minor lords, who didn’t fully understand, sensed it. Lord Ashworth’s measuring gaze sharpened. Lord Merrick shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

Elena’s hand found his beneath the table.

Her fingers were cool against his scarred palm. The spiral mark on his right hand. The fifteen others scattered across his body. She traced the edge of the oldest scar, the one that had started everything, and he felt something crack in his chest.

She was giving him permission. And hating herself for it.

“We don’t have another option.” Gareth’s voice was quiet. Resigned. “Our men are good, but Blackwood’s commander is better. Unless…”

Unless Torvin commands. Unless a general with sixty years of warfare takes the field in Alistair’s body.

Elena squeezed his hand. Once. Tight. Then released.

“Do it,” she said.

The words fell into silence. Final. Terrible.

EXCELLENT, Lysander said. NOW WE’RE THINKING PROPERLY.

Cassius tried one last time. THE COST…

We know the cost, Alistair thought. We’re paying it anyway.

He straightened. Addressed the room. “We strike the depot in two days. Forty men, moving fast through the Thornwood. Captain Gareth will command the company.” He paused. “I’ll be riding with them.”

The minor lords exchanged glances. Gareth’s jaw tightened but he nodded.

“My lord,” Ashworth said carefully, “is it wise for you to risk yourself in…”

“It’s necessary.” Alistair’s voice brooked no argument. “Prepare the men. We leave before dawn.”

The council dissolved into logistics. Routes. Supplies. Contingencies. Alistair answered questions he shouldn’t have known the answers to, felt strategies flowing through him that tasted of blood and old battlefields.

Across the room, Anya’s pen kept moving. Her eyes met his for a moment. No judgment. No fear. Just that steady curiosity, documenting another piece of the puzzle she was trying to solve.

And beneath the table, where no one could see, Alistair pressed his palm against his thigh. Against the spiral scar. Against the doorway that kept opening wider.

Two days until the raid.

Hours of letting Torvin drive.

More scars. More erosion. More of himself lost.

He’d made the choice. Hated it. Would make it again.

Because the people behind that thin blue line were HIS people.

Because being steadfast meant fighting wars you’d already lost.







ACT 2: THE RAID

The forest swallowed them whole.

Forty shadows moving through the Thornwood, horses’ hooves wrapped in cloth to muffle sound. No torches. No voices. Just the creak of leather and the soft rhythm of breath fogging in the winter air.

Alistair rode at the head of the column. Or his body did. The thing wearing his face sat straight in the saddle, eyes cutting through darkness with predatory focus, reading the terrain like scripture.

Three hours since the invitation. Three hours since Alistair had opened the door and let Torvin step through.

He’d expected violence. Expected to be shoved aside, locked in some mental cellar while his grandfather took the reins.

This was worse.

Torvin didn’t lock him away. Torvin let him watch.

From somewhere deep inside his own skull, Alistair observed his body move through the forest with fluid grace he’d never possessed. Watched his hands adjust grip on the reins with the casual precision of someone who’d spent six decades in the saddle. Watched his head turn, tracking sounds he couldn’t consciously hear, noting threats his own senses would have missed.

Beautiful, in a terrible way. Like watching a master craftsman work.

The supply depot emerged from the trees. Stone walls grey against black sky. Single watchtower. Gate facing east. Exactly as Gareth had described.

Torvin’s satisfaction pulsed through their shared flesh. FORTY MEN. MAYBE THIRTY-FIVE. THEY’VE GOTTEN COMFORTABLE.

Alistair felt his arm rise. Felt his fingers form the signal for flanking positions. The men responded instantly, splitting into three groups with practiced silence.

They’d trained for this. Drilled under Gareth’s command for weeks. But they moved differently now. Sharper. More certain. As if Torvin’s presence radiated outward, infecting them with borrowed competence.

The attack came like water breaking through a dam.

Alistair’s body was first over the wall. He didn’t remember climbing. Just the sudden drop, the impact of boots on frozen ground, and then movement. Pure, fluid, devastating movement.

A guard turned. Started to shout. Alistair’s sword opened his throat before the sound could form. Blood sprayed black in the moonlight, steaming against cold air.

Another guard. This one armed, ready, swinging a mace with desperate strength. Alistair’s body didn’t block. Didn’t parry. Simply wasn’t there when the weapon fell, sliding past the arc like smoke, blade finding the gap between helmet and gorget.

More bodies. More blood. The mathematics of violence calculated and executed with terrible efficiency.

Alistair watched from behind his own eyes. Felt each death register in his muscles, his joints, his racing heart. But the emotions came filtered. Muted. Torvin’s satisfaction drowning out what should have been horror.

THIS IS WHAT WE’RE MADE FOR, the grandfather growled. THIS IS PURPOSE.

The depot’s defenders died in minutes. Thirty-seven men who’d been sleeping, eating, living. Reduced to cooling meat on frozen ground.

Alistair’s men moved through the aftermath, securing supplies, setting charges for the grain stores. Professional. Efficient. None of them looked directly at their lord.

They’d seen him fight. Seen the way he moved. The way his face had shifted in combat, features sharpening, becoming something older and harder and infinitely more dangerous.

They knew what they were following. And they followed anyway.

The fires started. Grain stores catching, flames climbing into the night sky. Smoke billowing black against stars.

Mission accomplished.

Torvin didn’t want to leave.

Alistair felt it in his bones. In the way his body kept turning toward the forest path that led deeper into Blackwood territory. In the hunger that pulsed through shared muscle and sinew, demanding more.

MORE TARGETS, Torvin insisted. THE PATROL ROUTES. I KNOW WHERE THEY’LL BE. WE COULD BREAK THEIR EASTERN FLANK BEFORE DAWN.

No. The word formed in Alistair’s mind, but his mouth didn’t move. His body didn’t respond. He was screaming into a void, pounding against walls that wouldn’t yield.

THE COMMANDER. HE’S THREE MILES EAST. I CAN FEEL THE WAY THE PATROLS MOVE. WE COULD END THIS TONIGHT.

Alistair pushed. Not with words. Not with thoughts. With something more fundamental. The raw desperate need to be himself again. To have hands that obeyed. Legs that moved where he willed them.

His fingers twitched.

Small. Almost nothing. But his.

YOU’RE FIGHTING, Torvin observed. GOOD. A WEAK VESSEL SERVES NO ONE.

Was that approval? From the grandfather who’d taught him warfare through borrowed muscle and inherited violence?

Alistair pushed harder. Found the edges of his own consciousness and shoved.

His hand opened. The sword fell. Rang against frozen ground.

“My lord?” Gareth’s voice. Concerned. Careful.

Torvin’s rage flared. PICK IT UP. WE’RE NOT FINISHED.

“We’re finished.” The words scraped from Alistair’s throat. His voice. Wrong pitch, wrong timbre, but his. “Retreat. Back to Vale territory.”

His body fought him. Muscles locked. Tendons strained. The physical sensation of wrestling himself for control of his own flesh.

It felt like drowning. Like being buried alive. Like every nightmare he’d ever had about paralysis made viscerally, horribly real.

COWARD, Torvin snarled. ONE MORE TARGET. ONE MORE STRIKE. THIS IS WHY YOU’LL NEVER…

Alistair’s knee buckled. He went down hard, one hand slamming against frozen earth. Pain lanced through his palm. Real pain. His pain. The shock of it broke something loose.

The transition rippled through him.

His men saw it happen.

The way his face shifted. The way his jaw softened, cheekbones settling, the predatory architecture of Torvin’s borrowed features melting back into something almost familiar. His eyes flickered. Changed color. Changed depth. Two consciousnesses wrestling for dominance in a space built for one.

Gareth reached for him. Stopped. Didn’t quite touch.

Alistair gasped. Drew breath that tasted like his own. Felt his heartbeat stuttering back into a rhythm that belonged to him.

“I’m…” His voice cracked. “I’m back.”

No one responded. The silence stretched, filled only by the crackle of burning grain and the distant sounds of horses stamping nervously.

Then the pain hit.

His forearm first. A line of fire tracing itself beneath his sleeve, skin splitting, something carving its way out from within. He bit back a scream, clutching his arm, feeling blood seep between his fingers.

His shoulder next. A burst of agony that drove him to his knees. The scar manifesting like a brand, like a signature, like Torvin signing his name in borrowed flesh.

And then his temple.

This one was different. This one came with sound.

A voice.

Not Torvin. Not Lysander. Not Cassius or Celdric or Draven. Something else. Something that had been sleeping in the deep places, stirred awake by violence and blood and the raw exercise of ancestral power.

WHO… WHERE…

Fragmentary. Confused. Like someone waking from a long sleep into a room they didn’t recognize.

WHAT YEAR… THE WALLS ARE WRONG… THIS ISN’T…

Alistair pressed his palm against his temple. Felt the new scar there, raised and hot, impossible to hide. Felt the seventh presence uncoiling in the depths of his consciousness.

WHO ARE YOU? the new voice demanded. THIS IS MY… NO. NO, THIS ISN’T… WHAT HAPPENED TO…

It spiraled into incoherence. Memory fragments bleeding through. A woman’s face. A tower that no longer existed. Children whose names meant nothing to Alistair.

ANOTHER ONE, Lysander observed. WELCOME TO THE CHORUS.

Cassius, gentle: GIVE HIM TIME. THE AWAKENING IS ALWAYS… DISORIENTING.

TIME? The new voice latched onto Cassius’s words. HOW MUCH TIME? HOW LONG HAVE I…

Torvin, still simmering with frustrated hunger: THREE GENERATIONS, OLD MAN. GIVE OR TAKE. NOW SHUT UP. THE VESSEL’S BLEEDING.

Alistair was bleeding. Three new scars weeping red into the cold night air. His men staring. Gareth’s hand finally finding his shoulder, steadying him.

“Can you ride?”

Could he? He didn’t know. Didn’t know if his legs would hold. Didn’t know if the body that had betrayed him for three hours would remember how to be his.

“Yes,” he lied.

They put him on his horse. Started the long retreat back to Vale territory. Mission successful. Supply depot destroyed. Blackwood’s eastern logistics crippled for weeks.

Cost: three new scars, one new voice, and another piece of himself he’d never get back.

Alistair rode in silence, listening to seven voices argue about what they’d done.

The seventh kept asking where he was.

No one had a good answer.





ACT 2.5: HOMECOMING

They reached Castle Vale as dawn broke grey and cold over the eastern walls.

Alistair rode through the gates barely conscious. Not from injury. From the effort of keeping seven voices from tearing his mind apart while his body remembered how to move under his own control.

WHERE AM I? the seventh voice kept asking. WHERE’S MEREDITH? WHY WON’T ANYONE ANSWER ME?

BECAUSE YOU’RE DEAD, IDIOT, Lysander snapped for the hundredth time. WE’RE ALL DEAD. THIS IS HELL. GET USED TO IT.

THAT’S NOT HELPFUL, Cassius said. THE POOR MAN JUST WOKE UP. GIVE HIM TIME TO…

TIME? Torvin laughed. WE DON’T HAVE TIME. THE VESSEL’S BLEEDING. CAN’T YOU FEEL IT?

Alistair could feel it. Blood seeping through his sleeve where the new scars wept. Blood on his temple where the seventh mark had carved itself. Blood in his mouth where he’d bitten through his tongue fighting for control during the ride back.

Gareth helped him dismount. Caught him when his legs forgot how to support weight.

“Get the maester,” Gareth ordered one of the guards. “And Lady Elena.”

“No.” Alistair found his voice. Raw. Wrong. “Elena’s… she needs rest. The baby.”

“The baby’s fine.” Elena’s voice cut through the courtyard noise. “I’m not.”

She stood in the castle entrance. Still in her nightdress with a cloak thrown over. Hair loose. Face pale. She’d been waiting. Probably since the raid departed two days ago.

Alistair straightened. Tried to. His body obeyed reluctantly, muscles remembering Torvin’s commands more clearly than his own.

“I’m back,” he said. Stupid words. Obvious words. The only words he could manage.

Elena crossed the courtyard. Slow steps. Measuring. Her eyes cataloging damage with the clinical attention of someone who’d learned to assess possession’s cost at a glance.

“Three new scars,” she said. Not a question. “And a new voice.”

“Seven now.” Alistair touched his temple. Felt the raised line there, hot and angry. “Nineteen scars total. He’s… confused. Doesn’t know where he is. Keeps asking for his wife.”

WHERE IS SHE? the voice demanded. MEREDITH. WHERE’S MEREDITH? SOMEONE ANSWER ME.

“He can’t accept he’s dead,” Alistair continued. “Can’t understand. The others keep trying to explain but he won’t…”

He swayed. Elena caught him. Her hands on his arms, steadying, careful of the bleeding wounds.

“Inside,” she said. “Now.”

She guided him through the courtyard. Past the stables where his men were dismounting, exhausted, victorious, not meeting their lord’s eyes. Past the guards who stepped aside quickly, giving them space. Through the castle doors into warmth and lamplight and safety that felt dangerously close to collapse.

Alistair’s chambers. Elena got him to a chair. Pulled his cloak off. Started unfastening his armor with efficient movements.

“The raid succeeded,” he said. Needed to tell her. Needed her to know it was worth it. “Depot destroyed. Supplies burned. Blackwood’s eastern logistics crippled for…”

“I don’t care about the depot.” Elena’s hands stilled on the buckles. “Tell me about the cost.”

WHERE AM I? the seventh voice wailed. THIS ISN’T MY HOUSE. THIS ISN’T…

“He was there for three hours,” Alistair said. “Torvin. Full control. I was…” He searched for words. “I was watching. From inside. Watching him use my hands to kill. Watching him enjoy it. Watching him not want to stop.”

Elena resumed unbuckling. Methodical. Steady. But he saw her jaw tighten.

“When I finally forced him back,” Alistair continued, “it felt like drowning. Like being buried. Like every nightmare about paralysis made real. And then the scars appeared. And then…” He touched his temple again. “Then he woke up. Seren. My great-great-grandfather. Dead ninety years. And he doesn’t understand why his wife isn’t here.”

SHE SHOULD BE HERE, Seren insisted. WE WERE SUPPOSED TO HAVE DINNER. SHE PROMISED. WHERE IS SHE?

Elena set aside the armor. Pulled his shirt open. Three new scars visible across his torso. Angry red lines weeping clear fluid. Not quite blood. Not quite anything else.

She touched the one on his forearm. Gentle. Her finger tracing the raised edge.

“Does it hurt?”

“Everything hurts.” The honesty escaped. “My body remembers being Torvin. Remembers moving with skill I don’t have. Now it feels wrong. Like wearing clothes that don’t fit.”

Elena moved to the washbasin. Wet a cloth. Returned and began cleaning the wounds with careful precision.

“Anya thinks it’s working,” she said. “The technique. Letting you access their skills. Using them tactically.”

“It is working.” Alistair closed his eyes. Felt the cool cloth against burning skin. “That’s the problem. It works. Every invitation works. And every time it works, I lose more ground.”

MEREDITH WOULDN’T LEAVE ME, Seren said. More desperate now. SHE WOULDN’T. WE WERE HAPPY. WE WERE…

Shut UP, Torvin snarled. YOU’RE MAKING IT WORSE.

Elena finished cleaning the wounds. Sat back. Studied his face.

“You’re changing faster,” she said. “Your features. It’s not just scars anymore. Your bone structure is shifting.”

“I know.”

“Do the others see it? Gareth? The men?”

“They see it.” Alistair opened his eyes. Met hers. “They followed me anyway. Followed Torvin wearing my face. Watched him kill with my hands. And they’re still loyal.”

“For now.” Elena’s voice was quiet. “But loyalty has limits. Especially when what they’re loyal to stops being human.”

She was right. Alistair knew she was right. Could feel the truth of it in how the guards stepped aside. How the servants avoided eye contact. How even Gareth’s steady loyalty was starting to crack under the weight of watching his lord disappear.

“I can’t stop,” he said. “The war is still happening. Blackwood will respond. More raids. More crises. More situations where I need Torvin’s combat skill or Lysander’s strategy or…”

“I know.” Elena’s hand found his. Squeezed. “I’m not asking you to stop. I’m just… I need you to know I see what it’s costing. Need you to know I’m counting every piece you surrender.”

“Why?”

“So when there’s nothing left to surrender, I’ll know exactly how much we lost.”

They sat in silence. Her hand in his. Seven voices arguing in his skull. Dawn light creeping through windows to illuminate a room that felt less like home with every passing day.

“I’m going to talk to Anya,” Elena said finally. “About the binding ritual. About sharing the burden. About…” She hesitated. “About the arrangement we discussed.”

Alistair looked at her. Really looked. Past the composure. Past the careful control.

He saw exhaustion. Saw fear. Saw desperation that matched his own.

“Are you sure?”

“No.” Elena stood. “But I’m sure doing nothing means watching you disappear. And I can’t do that. Won’t do that. So I’m going to try something desperate and probably insane and hope it works.”

She moved toward the door. Paused. Looked back.

“Rest. Actual rest. Let the voices argue without you. I’ll handle the castle today.”

“Elena…”

“Rest.” Firm. Final. Lady Vale giving orders. “You’ll need your strength. Because whatever comes next is going to cost more than either of us want to pay.”

She left.

Alistair sat alone in the grey morning light. Seven voices arguing. Three new scars burning. Body exhausted from being someone else for hours.

And somewhere in the castle, his wife was going to confront the woman who wanted to share his curse.

He should stop it. Should intervene. Should maintain some control over the situation spiraling beyond recognition.

But he was so tired.

He could intervene. Could pull himself from the chair and find Elena and tell her to stop. Could maintain control over the situation the way a lord was supposed to maintain control over everything.

He didn’t.

Not because he’d given up. Because he’d decided, deliberately and with full awareness, that trusting the people fighting for him was also a form of fighting. The only form left to a man with nineteen scars and seven voices and a body that remembered being someone else for three hours.

So he sat. And he let the voices argue. And he chose to see what these two women might build, when he was too exhausted to build anything himself.







ACT 3: ELENA’S GAMBIT

The library was quiet.

Morning light fell through tall windows, catching dust motes suspended in the air like frozen snow. Bookshelves lined the walls, reaching toward vaulted ceilings. Celdric’s journals spread across the central table, their pages covered in cramped handwriting and diagrams that hurt to look at directly.

Anya sat at the table’s center, surrounded by her work. Ink stained her fingers. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. She’d been here since before dawn, probably. Maybe since before midnight.

Elena closed the door behind her.

The sound echoed. Small. Final.

Anya looked up. Her face composed itself into careful neutrality. Scholar’s armor, worn smooth by years of navigating academic politics and noble courts.

“Lady Elena.” A greeting that was also a question. What are you doing here? What do you want?

Elena didn’t answer immediately. She crossed to the door’s iron latch. Slid the bolt home. The click of metal on metal was very loud in the silence.

Anya’s pen stopped moving.

“We need to talk.”

“Of course.” Anya set down her pen. Folded her hands. The posture of someone preparing for an interview, or an interrogation. “How can I help you?”

Elena moved into the library. Slow steps. Measured. She let her eyes travel across the scattered journals, the careful notes in Anya’s precise handwriting, the diagrams copied and annotated and cross-referenced.

“You’ve been busy,” she said.

“The research requires…”

“I know what you’re doing.”

The words fell into silence. Elena watched Anya’s face. Watched for the flinch, the flash of guilt, the crack in the careful composure.

Nothing. The scholar’s mask held.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Anya said. “I’m translating Celdric’s journals, as Lord Vale requested. The techniques for managing the ancestral…”

“I’ve watched you for weeks.” Elena circled the table. Anya’s eyes tracked her, head turning to follow. Prey watching a predator. “The way you look at him. The way you position yourself. Always available. Always understanding. Always ready with another insight, another technique, another reason for him to seek you out.”

She stopped behind Anya’s chair. Close enough to touch. Close enough to smell the ink and old paper and the faint lavender Anya used in her hair.

“You never flinch,” Elena continued. “Everyone else in this castle flinches when they look at my husband. The servants. The guards. Even Gareth, who’s known him for years. They see what he’s becoming and they look away.” She leaned closer. Her voice dropped. “But not you. You look at him like he’s the most fascinating thing you’ve ever seen.”

Anya’s shoulders tightened. Fractionally. Almost invisible.

“You’re seducing my husband.”

Silence.

Anya turned in her chair. Looked up at Elena with those careful, measuring eyes.

“Lady Elena.” Her voice was steady. Impressively so. “I assure you, my interest in Lord Vale is purely academic. The curse is unprecedented. The opportunity to study it firsthand…”

“Don’t.”

The word cut like a blade.

“Don’t insult me with denial.” Elena moved around the table. Sat in the chair across from Anya. Put the width of oak between them like a negotiating table. “I’m not angry. I’m not threatened. I’m curious.”

This wasn’t the response Anya had expected. Elena could see her recalibrating. Reassessing. The scholar’s mind working through possibilities, discarding scripts that no longer fit.

“Curious,” Anya repeated carefully. “About what?”

“About what you actually want.”

Elena let the question hang. Let the silence stretch until it became uncomfortable. Until Anya had to fill it or drown in it.

“You’re not doing this for love,” Elena said finally. “I’ve seen women in love. The way they orbit. The way they ache. You don’t ache for my husband. You study him.”

Anya said nothing.

“You’re not doing it for lust, either. Though I imagine that’s part of the strategy. Get close enough. Make yourself indispensable. Wait for the moment when he’s vulnerable and alone and desperate for someone who isn’t afraid of him.”

Anya’s fingers traced patterns on the table’s surface. Small circles. Unconscious.

“You want the curse itself,” Elena said. Quiet. Certain. “You want what’s destroying him.”

Still nothing.

“The binding ritual in Celdric’s journals. The one you’ve been translating with such careful attention. It doesn’t just manage the curse. It redistributes it. Allows a secondary vessel to share the burden. To take part of the ancestral presence into themselves.”

Anya’s fingers stopped moving.

“You want to become a vessel,” Elena continued. “Want to carry ancestors. Want access to their knowledge, their skills, their accumulated wisdom. You see my husband’s curse as opportunity. As power to be claimed.”

“Yes.”

The word came out flat. No apology. No shame. Just acknowledgment.

Elena absorbed that. Had expected denial. Had prepared arguments to break through careful deflection. The direct admission caught her off guard.

“Why?” she asked.

Anya stood. Moved to the window. Looked out at Castle Vale’s courtyard, where morning light turned grey stone golden and servants went about their daily work.

“I was seven when I first heard about the Vale curse,” she said. “My father was a minor lord’s steward. He traveled to Castle Vale on business. Brought me along because my mother had just died and he didn’t trust me with servants.”

Elena waited.

“I wandered away from him while he conducted his business. Ended up in the castle library. Found a book about Lord Elrick, your husband’s grandfather. It described the curse. The ancestral voices. The transformation. The way consciousness accumulated across generations.”

Anya’s fingers found the windowsill. Gripped.

“Everyone else who read that book saw horror. Tragedy. A noble bloodline cursed to suffer. I saw something different.” She turned from the window. Met Elena’s eyes. “I saw immortality. Distributed consciousness. A way to cheat death. To preserve everything you learned, everything you became, everything that made you yourself. Forever.”

“Through possession.”

“Through integration.” Anya’s voice strengthened. “The Vale curse doesn’t destroy the vessel. It adds to it. Layers consciousness. Creates something more than any single lifetime could contain. Your husband carries twenty generations of accumulated wisdom. Skills no single person could master. Perspectives spanning four centuries.”

“And it’s killing him.”

“Because he’s fighting it.” Anya moved back to the table. Sat. Leaned forward. “Every Lord Vale has fought it. Treated the ancestors as invaders. Enemies. Parasites. But Celdric’s journals suggest another approach. What if the curse isn’t invasion? What if it’s evolution? What if the vessel isn’t being destroyed but transcended?”

Elena studied her. This woman who saw transcendence where everyone else saw nightmare. Who looked at consciousness-devouring possession and wanted more.

“You’re insane,” Elena said. Not cruel. Clinical. “Brilliant. Driven. Ambitious. But insane.”

“Probably.” Anya smiled slightly. Tired. “But I’m also right. The curse could be managed. Could be partnership instead of warfare. If the vessel had help. If someone shared the weight. If the technique was refined and implemented by people who understood what they were working with.”

“People like you.”

“People like me.” No hesitation. “I’ve studied this for ten years, Lady Elena. I know the mechanics. The risks. The potential. I know what Celdric achieved and where he failed. I know how to do better.”

“And you need my husband as test subject.”

“I need your husband as partner.” Anya’s voice shifted. More honest. More vulnerable. “I can’t access the curse without a primary vessel. Can’t perform the binding ritual alone. Can’t achieve what I want without him willingly participating.”

She paused.

“And I can’t help him if you don’t let me.”





ACT 4: THE PROPOSAL

Anya stared at her. “You’re going to let me.”

“On conditions.”

Elena stood. The chair scraped against stone, too loud in the library’s hush. She needed to move. Needed to not be sitting across from this woman while she said what came next.

The window drew her. Grey light spilling through old glass, warped and thick, turning the courtyard below into something wavering and uncertain. She watched servants cross the cobblestones. Watched guards change position at the gate. The ordinary rhythms of a castle that didn’t know its lord was becoming something else.

“My son is five years old.”

The words came out flat. Factual. As if she were discussing livestock counts or grain stores.

“He has his father’s eyes. Had them, I should say. Before.” Elena’s fingers found the windowsill. Cold stone beneath her palms. Solid. Real. “Brown, with flecks of gold near the center. When the light caught them right, they looked like honey in sunlight.”

Behind her, Anya said nothing. The scratch of her pen had stopped.

“Corwin used to wait by that window.” Elena nodded toward the courtyard below. “Every evening when Alistair was working late. He’d stand on a stool so he could see over the sill, and he’d watch for his father crossing from the study. The moment he spotted him, he’d run. Down the stairs, through the hall, out into the courtyard. Launched himself at Alistair’s legs like a small fireball.”

Her voice didn’t waver. She wouldn’t let it.

“Alistair would catch him. Swing him up onto his shoulders. Corwin would grab fistfuls of his father’s hair and demand stories. Sea monsters. Shipwrecks. The time Papa fought off pirates with nothing but a broken oar.” A pause. “The pirates were actually just difficult merchants, but Corwin didn’t need to know that.”

The courtyard below was empty now. The servants had finished their crossing. The guards stood motionless at their posts.

“Three weeks ago, Corwin saw his father in the hall. Alistair was coming from a council meeting. Tired. Distracted. He didn’t notice Corwin at first, and when he turned…” Elena’s hands pressed harder against the stone. “Corwin screamed. Ran to me. Buried his face in my skirts and sobbed.”

She heard Anya shift in her chair. The soft sound of fabric moving.

“He asked me why Papa’s eyes were wrong.” Elena turned from the window. Faced Anya across the length of the library. “He’s five. He doesn’t have words for what he’s seeing. He just knows something is different. Something is broken. The father who used to swing him onto his shoulders and invent pirates is becoming someone else, and he doesn’t understand why.”

Anya’s face had changed. The scholarly mask was still there, but something moved beneath it. Something that might have been guilt, or recognition, or the uncomfortable awareness that ambition had consequences beyond the ambitious.

“I can’t explain it to him.” Elena’s voice hardened. “Can’t tell him his father ate his grandfather’s heart and now carries twenty dead men in his skull. Can’t tell him the reason Papa’s eyes are wrong is because sometimes they belong to someone who died before Corwin was born.”

She moved away from the window. Slow steps toward the table. Toward Anya.

“So I lie. I tell him Papa is tired. Papa is working hard. Papa still loves him, even when his face looks different.” Her hands found the back of her chair. Gripped tight. “And every day the lies get harder to sell, because every day there’s less of the man I married and more of… them.”

“The ritual might help.” Anya’s voice was careful now. Measured. “If the theory holds, redistributing the ancestral presence could reduce the pressure on any single vessel. Give him more room to remain himself.”

“Might.” Elena didn’t sit. Stayed standing, hands white-knuckled on the chair’s back. “Could. If. Theory.”

“It’s more than theory. Celdric’s notes are extensive. He spent thirty years developing the framework. The binding formulas. The transfer protocols.” Anya pulled a journal toward her. Opened it to a page dense with diagrams. “He never implemented it because he never found a suitable secondary vessel. Someone with the constitution to bear part of the weight. Someone willing to accept the cost.”

“And you’re willing.”

“I’ve spent ten years preparing for this.” Anya’s voice took on an edge. Hunger, barely leashed. “Studying the bloodline. The mechanics. The failures. I know what the curse does to vessels. I know the risks.”

“You know what you’ve read.” Elena’s fingers loosened their grip. She circled the table. Slow. Deliberate. “You don’t know what it’s like to watch someone you love scream in their sleep because dead men are fighting wars in his dreams. You don’t know what it’s like to see your husband’s face shift mid-sentence, features sharpening into someone older and crueler who looks at you like you’re furniture.”

She stopped beside Anya’s chair. Looked down at the journal’s diagrams. Circles within circles. Lines connecting nodes. The architecture of shared consciousness, rendered in fading ink.

“What happens if it doesn’t work?”

“Define ‘doesn’t work.’”

“Don’t.” Elena’s voice sharpened. “Don’t hide behind academic precision. What happens if you perform this ritual and it fails? What happens to my husband? To you?”

Anya was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, the hunger had faded. Replaced by something more honest. More afraid.

“If the binding fails completely, nothing changes. The ancestral presence remains consolidated in Lord Vale. I walk away with nothing but wasted effort.”

“And if it partially succeeds?”

“Then we both carry fragments. Both hear voices. Both…” Anya hesitated. “Both transform.”

“Both become vessels.”

“Yes.”

The word hung in the air. Elena absorbed it. Added it to the calculation she’d been running since she first found these journals. Since she first understood what Anya was really after.

“You’d risk that.” Not a question. An observation. “Risk becoming what he’s becoming. Carrying dead men in your head. Losing yourself piece by piece.”

“For what those dead men know? Yes.” Anya met her gaze directly. “Four hundred years of accumulated wisdom. Techniques. Knowledge. Skills that died with their bearers and live on only in the curse.” Her voice steadied. “I’ve spent my life collecting scraps from archives and estate records. Second-hand accounts. Fragments of fragments. The curse contains the primary sources. The actual memories. The real thing.”

“The real thing is killing my husband.”

“The real thing is being mismanaged.” Anya stood. Put herself at eye level with Elena. “Your husband fights the voices because he sees them as enemies. Invaders. Parasites. But Celdric’s journals suggest another approach. Partnership instead of warfare. Integration instead of resistance.”

“Integration.” Elena tasted the word. Bitter. “You mean surrender.”

“I mean adaptation. Learning to coexist instead of constantly fighting.” Anya gestured at the journals spread across the table. “Celdric managed it. Thirty-two functional years. Not because he was stronger than the other vessels. Because he was smarter. He stopped treating the ancestors as enemies and started treating them as… residents. Difficult residents. Demanding residents. But residents nonetheless.”

“And you think you can teach my husband this?”

“I think I can share the burden enough that he has room to learn it himself.”

Elena studied her. This woman who wanted to share her husband’s curse. Who saw opportunity where everyone else saw horror. Who looked at the thing destroying Alistair and wanted a piece of it for herself.

Madness, probably. Or ambition so consuming it looked like madness.

But familiar madness. Elena recognized it. Had felt something similar herself, years ago, when she’d looked at House Vale and seen not a husband but a position. Security. Future.

“I married him for his name.” The confession came easier than she expected. “Did you know that? My family had wealth but no title. His family had title but needed wealth. A convenient arrangement. Beneficial to both parties.”

Anya nodded slowly. “Noble marriages often are.”

“I didn’t expect to love him.” Elena moved to the window again. But this time she didn’t look out. She looked at the glass itself. At her own reflection, wavering and unclear. “He was supposed to be a means to an end. An advantageous match. I’d produce heirs, manage his household, and pursue my own interests while he pursued his.”

“What changed?”

“He was kind.” The word came out strange. Almost embarrassed. “Genuinely kind. Not as strategy. Not as performance. He actually cared what I thought. What I wanted. He asked questions and listened to the answers. He carved wooden horses for a son who wasn’t born yet.”

Her reflection stared back at her. Tired. Older than she remembered being.

“The first time he touched me, on our wedding night, he asked if I was afraid.” Elena’s voice dropped. “No one had ever asked me that. About anything. And when I said yes, he said we could wait. Said there was no hurry. Said he’d rather have a wife who wanted him than one who endured him.”

She turned from the window. Faced Anya.

“He made me want him. Not through seduction or manipulation. Through basic human decency. Through treating me like a person instead of a possession.” She paused. “So yes. I love him. Desperately. Completely. In ways I never intended or planned for.”

Anya said nothing. Just listened.

“Which is why,” Elena continued, voice hardening, “I’m going to let you try your ritual. Let you share his curse. Let you become whatever the binding makes you become.” She moved closer. “But understand this. You’re doing this for yourself. For your ambition. For your insane quest to cheat death through distributed consciousness. I’m allowing it because it might help him. Not because I believe your theories about transcendence. Not because I think the curse is evolution. Because it might buy him time.”

She stopped directly in front of Anya.

“So here are my conditions. You help him. Actually help him. Keep him functional. Keep him human. Keep him able to remember that he has a wife who loves him and a son who needs him.” Her voice was steel. “You do that, and you can have whatever else you want. Access to the curse. Partnership. Whatever mad dream you’re chasing.”

“And if I can’t?” Anya asked. “If the technique fails? If he transforms anyway?”

“Then you’ll carry part of it with you. You’ll know what it feels like. And maybe that’ll teach you some humility.” Elena’s expression softened slightly. “But I don’t think it will fail. I think you’re actually brilliant enough to do this. Which terrifies me. Because I’m putting my husband’s life in the hands of a woman who sees him as research.”

“I see him as more than research.”

“Do you?”

Anya considered. Chose her words carefully.

“I see him as remarkable. As someone managing impossible circumstances with more grace than anyone should expect. As a lord who actually cares about his people enough to sacrifice himself for them.” She paused. “And yes. I see him as opportunity. As access to something I’ve dreamed about for a decade. Both things are true.”

Elena absorbed that. The honesty, at least, was worth something.

“Then we have an arrangement.” She extended her hand. “You help him. I’ll facilitate. We’ll see if your theories about transcendence hold weight or if we’re all just going mad together.”

Anya took her hand. Her grip was firm. Dry. The handshake of someone sealing a business contract, not beginning a conspiracy.

“Thank you,” Anya said.

“Don’t thank me yet.” Elena released her hand. Moved toward the door. “You haven’t seen what carrying the curse actually costs. You’ve studied it. Documented it. Read about it in journals. But you haven’t lived it.”

She unbolted the door. Opened it.

“Come to his chambers tonight. After the castle settles. We’ll begin… whatever this is.”

She left before Anya could respond.

The library felt colder without her presence. Anya sat alone among Celdric’s journals, her hand still warm from Elena’s grip.

She’d gotten what she wanted. Access. Permission. The opportunity to pursue something she’d dreamed about for ten years.

So why did it feel like she’d just signed something she couldn’t take back?





ACT 5: THE AWAKENING

Alistair woke to find both women in his chambers.

Not a dream. Not a nightmare. Actually there. Elena sitting in the chair beside his bed. Anya standing by the window, silhouetted against evening light.

He’d slept through the day. The sun was setting now, painting the room in shades of amber and shadow.

“How do you feel?” Elena asked.

Alistair took stock. Seven voices arguing in his skull but quieter than before. Body aching but functional. Three new scars burning but bearable.

“Like I’ve been dragged behind a horse,” he said. “But alive.”

“Good.” Elena stood. Moved to the end of the bed. “Because we need to talk about what happens next.”

Anya turned from the window. In her hands, one of Celdric’s journals. The one with diagrams about consciousness binding.

Alistair’s stomach dropped.

“No,” he said. “Elena, no. We discussed this. The binding ritual is too dangerous. If it fails…”

“It won’t fail.” Elena’s voice was steady. Certain. “Anya’s spent ten years preparing. The research is sound. The technique is viable. And you’re running out of options.”

WHERE’S MEREDITH? Seren’s voice cut through, still confused, still searching. WHY WON’T ANYONE TELL ME WHERE SHE IS?

“Seven voices,” Elena continued. “Three new scars. You were gone for three hours during the raid. How much longer until you’re gone permanently?”

She wasn’t wrong. Alistair could feel it. The growing pressure. The way the voices were getting stronger. The way his own thoughts were getting harder to distinguish from ancestral commentary.

“I’m not asking you to decide tonight,” Elena said. “I’m asking you to consider it. To actually think about whether fighting alone is sustainable or if maybe, possibly, accepting help is the only option left.”

HELP, Lysander scoffed. THEY WANT TO EXPERIMENT ON YOU. USE THE BINDING TO SEE IF THEY CAN DISTRIBUTE THE CURSE LIKE WEIGHT ACROSS PACK ANIMALS.

But Cassius sounded thoughtful. THE THEORY IS SOUND. CELDRIC DOCUMENTED EXTENSIVE RESEARCH. IF MULTIPLE VESSELS COULD SHARE THE BURDEN…

NO, Torvin snarled. THE CURSE IS OURS. NOT FOR SHARING. NOT FOR DILUTING.

“They’re arguing about it,” Alistair said. “The voices. Lysander thinks it’s experimentation. Torvin doesn’t want to share. Cassius thinks the theory might work.”

“What do you think?” Anya asked. First words she’d spoken since he woke.

What did he think?

He thought he was drowning. Thought every day brought him closer to complete integration. Thought watching Elena maintain careful distance and hearing Corwin scream at his changing face might actually hurt more than the curse itself.

He thought desperate measures were all they had left.

“Tell me how it works,” he said. “The binding. What would it actually do?”

Anya moved to the bed. Sat on the edge. Opened the journal to show him diagrams.

“Celdric theorized that the ancestral presence isn’t fixed,” she said. “It’s distributed consciousness. Multiple minds occupying single vessel. The binding ritual creates additional anchor points. Additional vessels who can carry part of the weight.”

“So you’d hear the voices too.”

“Some of them. Not all. The primary vessel, you, would still carry the majority. But portions of specific ancestors could be transferred. Bound to secondary vessels who agree to share the burden.”

“And what does that cost the secondary vessel?”

“Same as it costs you. Scars. Transformation. Eventual integration.” Anya didn’t sugarcoat it. “But distributed across multiple people, the rate of change slows for everyone. You get more functional time. The secondary vessels get controlled access to ancestral wisdom. Everyone benefits.”

“Except when everyone transforms anyway,” Alistair said. “Just slower. Just together.”

“Yes.”

The honesty was almost refreshing.

“Why would you choose this?” Alistair asked. “Why would anyone voluntarily accept possession?”

“Because I’m not afraid of it.” Anya met his eyes. “I’ve studied the curse for ten years. I know what it does. I know what I’m accepting. And I want it. The knowledge. The skills. The chance to learn from minds that span four centuries.”

SHE’S MAD, Lysander observed. BRILLIANTLY MAD. BUT MAD.

OR BRILLIANT, Cassius countered. DEPENDS ON WHETHER THE BINDING WORKS.

“And you,” Alistair looked at Elena. “Why are you allowing this?”

“Because I’m out of options.” Elena’s voice was raw. Honest. “Because watching you disappear is killing me as surely as the curse is killing you. Because our son screams when he sees your face and I have to lie about why Papa looks different. Because I’ll try anything, anything, that might give you more time.”

She moved to Anya’s side. The two women standing together at the end of his bed.

“Anya wants the curse for herself,” Elena continued. “I want it away from you. We both want the binding ritual but for different reasons. So we’ve made an arrangement.”

“What kind of arrangement?”

“The kind where I stop seeing her as threat and start seeing her as tool.” Elena’s voice was matter-of-fact. “She helps you. Shares the burden. Uses her knowledge to keep you functional. In exchange, she gets what she wants. Access. Research. Partnership.”

PARTNERSHIP, Lysander repeated. AN INTERESTING WORD FOR IT.

This from Anya. Her voice different than he remembered. Softer. Less clinical.

“Celdric’s journals are clear,” she continued. “Extended stress accelerates integration. The more pressure on the vessel, the faster the boundaries erode. You need periods of genuine rest. Space where you’re not fighting on three fronts simultaneously.”

CONVENIENT ADVICE, Draven whispered. REMOVE HIM FROM POWER. LET THE WOMEN RULE WHILE HE RESTS. AND WHEN HE WAKES, FIND THE TERRITORY RESHAPED TO THEIR PREFERENCES.

SHE’S NOT WRONG, Cassius countered. I REMEMBER… THE PRESSURE. THE CONSTANT DEMANDS. IT WORE THE EDGES THIN. MADE IT HARDER TO HOLD THE BOUNDARIES.

WEAKNESS, Torvin spat. A LORD DOESN’T REST. A LORD RULES.

A lord who burns out serves no one, Cassius shot back. NOT HIMSELF. NOT HIS FAMILY. NOT HIS TERRITORY.

WHERE IS MEREDITH? the seventh voice interrupted, still searching for a wife dead nearly a century. WHY WON’T ANYONE TELL ME WHERE…

SHUT UP, Lysander snapped. YOU’RE DEAD. SHE’S DEAD. EVERYONE YOU KNEW IS DEAD. ACCEPT IT AND STOP ASKING.

The seventh voice recoiled. Alistair felt the wounded confusion ripple through their shared consciousness.

“The voices,” he said. “They’re arguing about this.”

“Of course they are.” Anya’s response held no surprise. “They argue about everything. That’s part of the problem. Constant internal conflict draining resources that should go toward maintaining your sense of self.”

“What kind of help?” Alistair asked carefully. “What exactly are you offering?”

Anya glanced at Elena. Another exchange. Another agreement reached without words.

“Let me translate properly,” Anya said. “Not just techniques for management, but real analysis of what works. What doesn’t. Which ancestors respond to which approaches.” She leaned forward slightly. “Let me document the patterns. Find the pressure points. Build you a proper map of what you’re carrying.”

“And the binding ritual you found?”

The question hung in the air. Alistair watched both women’s faces. Watched for the flinch. The tell.

“When you’re ready.” Elena’s voice didn’t waver. “When we’ve done more research. When all three of us agree it’s worth the risk.”

THREE OF US, Lysander repeated. WHEN DID THIS BECOME A COMMITTEE?

WHEN YOUR SON STARTED DROWNING, Cassius said quietly.

“This isn’t a decision for tonight.” Elena squeezed his hand. “This is the beginning of a plan. A different approach.”

Alistair looked at his wife. Really looked. Past the composure. Past the diplomatic mask. Past the careful control she’d maintained since the ritual changed everything.

He saw exhaustion. Bone-deep and grinding. The weight of weeks spent watching him disappear.

He saw fear. Not of him, though that was there too. Fear of losing him. Of being left alone with a son who screamed at his father’s face and a curse that would demand a new vessel eventually.

He saw something else. Something that looked like desperate hope. The last reserves of a woman who’d decided to fight with whatever weapons remained.

“You’re giving her permission,” he said slowly. “To… what exactly?”

“To help.” Elena’s voice didn’t waver. “In whatever way helps.”

The implication settled through him. Whatever way. Not just research. Not just translation. Whatever it took to carry some of this weight.

“I’ve made my peace with what that might mean.” Elena held his gaze. “Have you?”

He hadn’t. Couldn’t imagine it. His wife giving another woman access to their marriage. To the curse. To his body and mind and whatever remained of his soul.

But the voices were quieter.

He noticed it suddenly. The constant background noise, the endless arguments and interruptions and competing demands… muted somehow. Softer. As if someone had closed a door between him and the chaos.

“Why does it feel different?” The question came before he could stop it. “When you’re both here. The voices are…”

“Calmer?” Anya nodded. Something shifted in her expression. The scholar emerging. “I noticed that too. The pressure in the room changes when we’re both present.”

“External anchors.” Elena’s voice held wonder. “That’s what Celdric called them. Points of connection to the present. To who you actually are.”

“The ancestors struggle when you’re strongly rooted to your own identity,” Anya added. “When multiple people are actively engaging with the real you, the current you, it creates interference with the older presences.”

INTERFERENCE, Lysander repeated. He sounded… uncertain. Almost disturbed. THAT’S NOT… WE SHOULDN’T BE…

I CAN BARELY HEAR HIM, Cassius observed. IT’S LIKE SPEAKING THROUGH WATER.

WHAT’S HAPPENING? Torvin demanded. WHY ARE WE…

Their voices faded. Not gone, but distant. Muffled. Like sounds from another room.

Elena was watching his face. “Something’s changing. I can see it.”

“They’re quieter.” Alistair’s voice came out strange. Thick with something that might have been hope. “I can barely hear them.”

“Then we do this.” Elena released his hand. Reached across him. Toward Anya. “Both of us. Together.”

Anya hesitated. Just a moment. Then her hand met Elena’s, their fingers intertwining above Alistair’s chest.

Elena’s other hand found his again. Gripped tight.

Anya’s free hand settled on his shoulder. Warm through the thin fabric of his sleeping shirt. Present. Real.

The three of them. Connected.

The voices didn’t disappear. They were still there, in the depths, arguing and questioning and struggling to understand what was happening. But the volume dropped to something bearable. Something that left room for his own thoughts.

For the first time in weeks, Alistair heard silence.

Not true silence. Not the absence of everything. But the kind of silence that exists between heartbeats. Between breaths. The quiet space where a man can remember who he is.

He felt tears on his face. Didn’t remember when they’d started.

“It’s working,” Elena said. Her voice caught. “Whatever this is, it’s working.”

“Multiple anchors.” Anya’s clinical tone had cracked. Something human underneath. “No one’s ever tried this. No Lord Vale has ever had… this.”

Had what? Alistair wanted to ask. What do we have? What is this thing we’re building from desperation and pragmatism and the ruins of a normal marriage?

But he didn’t ask. Didn’t want to name it. Naming things gave them power, and this fragile construction felt too new for power.

Elena’s hand tightened on Anya’s. Their joined grip above his heart.

Three people bound by a curse that wanted to destroy all of them.

And for one moment, in the grey evening light, with tears drying on his cheeks and the voices reduced to whispers, Alistair let himself believe it might be enough.





ACT 6: NEW ALLIANCE

Elena’s private sitting room was small by castle standards. A fireplace. Two chairs. A table between them. The kind of space designed for conversations that didn’t need witnesses.

The wine sat untouched.

Two glasses poured. Deep red catching firelight. Growing warm while both women stared at the flames and tried to find words for what had happened in Alistair’s chambers.

Anya spoke first.

“That wasn’t entirely calculated, was it?” Her voice came out rough. Uncertain in a way Elena had never heard from her. “In his chambers. The three of us.”

“No.” Elena picked up her glass. Held it without drinking. The weight of it familiar in her palm. “Some of it was real.”

“It felt… different.” Anya’s fingers traced the stem of her own glass. Around and around. “When we were connected. The pressure in the room changed. I felt it. Like something shifting. Something giving way.”

“I felt it too.”

Silence settled between them. Not uncomfortable. Processing.

The fire crackled. Logs settling. Sparks rising toward the chimney like small desperate prayers.

Elena finally drank. The wine was good. One of the last bottles from her father’s vineyard, brought to Castle Vale as part of her dowry. She’d been saving it for something worth celebrating.

This wasn’t celebration. But it felt like something worth marking.

“I’ve studied the curse for ten years.” Anya’s voice had steadied. The scholar emerging from whatever had shaken her. “Read every account. Every analysis. Every theory about the ancestral presence and its effects on vessels.”

“And?”

“None of them mentioned this.” Anya finally lifted her glass. Drank deep. Set it down harder than necessary. “Connection creating interference. Multiple anchors dampening the voices. The possibility that genuine relationship might affect the curse’s progression.”

“Because no one’s tried it.” Elena stared into the fire. Watched the flames devour wood that had stood for decades, reduced to ash in minutes. “Every Lord Vale has faced the curse alone. Isolated by what they’re becoming. Wives who fled. Who died. Who went mad watching their husbands disappear.”

“Or wives who simply… endured.” Anya’s voice held something bitter. “Producing heirs. Managing households. Pretending not to notice when their husband’s face changed mid-conversation.”

“The expected approach.” Elena’s laugh held no humor. “Noble wives are trained for endurance. Not intervention.”

“But you’re not enduring.”

“No.” Elena turned from the fire. Met Anya’s eyes across the small space between them. “I’m fighting. In the only way I know how.”

“To desperate measures.”

Elena reached for the bottle. Refilled her glass. Lifted it to meet Anya’s.

“To desperate measures.”

They drank.

The wine warmed them from the inside. Or maybe it was the fire. Or maybe it was the simple relief of not being alone with this impossible situation.

Elena refilled both glasses. Her hands were steady now. Steadier than they’d been in weeks.

“I need to ask you something.” She didn’t look at Anya. Kept her eyes on the wine. Deep red, almost black in the firelight. “In his chambers. When we were all connected. Did you feel…”

She trailed off. Searching for words that wouldn’t sound insane.

“Desire?” Anya’s voice was quiet. Clinical. But something underneath it wasn’t clinical at all.

Elena’s hand stilled on the bottle. “I was going to say ‘confusion.’ But yes. That too.”

“It was complicated.” Anya shifted in her chair. The leather creaked. “I’ve studied the physiological responses to high-stress bonding. The way crisis creates artificial intimacy. Trauma bonds. Survival instinct.”

“Stop.” Elena set down the bottle. Met Anya’s eyes. “Stop hiding behind academic language. I’m not asking for a lecture on neurochemistry. I’m asking if what I felt was real or if I’m losing my mind along with my husband.”

Anya’s carefully constructed mask cracked. Just slightly. Just enough.

“Both,” she said. “You’re exhausted. Overwhelmed. Desperate for anyone who isn’t afraid to stand beside you in this.” She picked up her wine. Drank. Set it down. “And yes. It was real.”

The fire crackled between them. A log shifted, sending sparks up the chimney.

“I didn’t expect to like you,” Elena admitted. “I was prepared to hate you. The brilliant translator. The ambitious scholar. The woman who looks at my husband with interest instead of horror.”

“You still could hate me.”

“I probably should.” Elena’s laugh was tired. “You want what’s destroying him. You see the curse as opportunity. You’d take part of it into yourself if you could.”

“I would.” No hesitation. No apology.

“That should disgust me.”

“Does it?”

Elena considered. Tasted the wine. Let the honesty come.

“No. It makes me grateful. Because I can’t want what you want. Can’t see the curse as anything but the thing that’s taking him from me. But someone needs to. Someone needs to find value in what’s happening, or it’s just… loss. Just waste.”

She stood. Moved to the fire. The heat was intense this close, but she needed it. Needed something to feel that wasn’t fear or exhaustion or the slow grinding awareness that everything was changing.

“I watched my father die when I was twelve,” she said. “Wasting disease. Took him slowly. Months of decay. Every day a little less of him.” Her fingers found the mantle. Cold stone contrasting with the fire’s heat. “My mother hired physicians. Tried every treatment. Spent fortunes on alchemists who promised cures. None of it worked. She fought so hard. And in the end, all that fighting just meant she was too exhausted to say goodbye properly.”

Behind her, Anya was silent. Listening.

“I swore I wouldn’t do that. When I married Alistair, I swore if something happened, I’d let go cleanly. No desperate measures. No clinging to something already lost.” Elena turned from the fire. “And here I am. Taking desperate measures. Clinging to a man who’s disappearing piece by piece. Inviting another woman into my marriage because I’m too terrified to face losing him alone.”

“You’re not your mother.”

“Aren’t I?” Elena’s voice cracked. Just slightly. “Look what I’m doing. The calculations. The strategies. Using you. Using myself. Using him. All to buy time we both know is running out.”

Anya stood. Moved closer. Not touching, but present. “Your mother fought alone. Against something inevitable. With no real hope of success.” She paused. “You’re not fighting alone. And we don’t know yet if this is inevitable.”

“The curse has never been broken.”

“The curse has never been shared.” Anya’s voice strengthened. “Every Lord Vale has borne it alone. Isolated. Fighting voices no one else could hear. But what we felt tonight, in his chambers… that was new. That was interference the curse didn’t expect.”

Elena wanted to believe it. Wanted to trust that hope wasn’t just another form of delusion.

“What if we make it worse?” The question came out raw. “What if trying to help just… accelerates everything?”

“Then we’ll know we tried.” Anya’s hand found Elena’s shoulder. Brief. Warm. “And he’ll know he didn’t face it alone.”

The touch shouldn’t have mattered. It was barely a moment. But Elena felt something in her chest unclench. Some tight knot of isolation loosening just slightly.

“You scare me,” she admitted. “Not because I think you’ll hurt him. Because I think you’ll help him. And that means I’ll owe you. Means I’ll have to actually accept this… arrangement. Accept you.”

“I scare myself sometimes.” Anya’s hand dropped. She moved back to her chair. Sank into it like exhaustion had finally caught up. “I’ve spent ten years preparing for this. Studying. Planning. Convinced I knew exactly what I wanted and what I was willing to pay to get it.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m realizing the cost includes things I didn’t budget for.” Anya picked up her wine again. Stared into it like it held answers. “Like caring whether the vessel lives or dies beyond its value as a study subject. Like feeling actual guilt when his wife looks at me with those careful measuring eyes. Like wondering if I’m helping or just… exploiting a crisis for personal gain.”

“Are you?” Elena sat again. “Exploiting?”

“Probably.” The honesty came easier than it should. “But I’m also genuinely trying to help. Both things can be true.”

“They usually are.” Elena lifted her glass. “To complicated motivations.”

Anya smiled. Genuine. Tired. “To complicated motivations.”

They drank.

The fire burned lower. The night deepened. Somewhere in the castle, guards changed watch. Servants banked kitchen fires. Castle Vale settled into the rhythms of sleep.

“I should go,” Anya said. But she didn’t move.

“You should.” Elena didn’t move either.

They sat in the warm silence. Not comfortable exactly. But not uncomfortable. Just… present. Two women who’d spent weeks circling each other, weapons half-drawn, finally lowering their guards long enough to breathe.

“He talks about you differently now,” Elena said. “When he’s himself. When the voices quiet enough for him to be just… him.”

“How does he talk about me?”

“Like you’re refuge. Like you’re the only person in the castle who doesn’t flinch when his face shifts. Who doesn’t treat him like tragedy in progress.”

Anya’s expression complicated. “I don’t think of him as tragedy.”

“I know. That’s why he needs you.” Elena’s fingers traced the rim of her glass. Around and around. “I love him. I’m fighting for him. But I can’t stop seeing what he was. Can’t stop mourning what we’re losing. Every time I look at him, I see the difference. The gaps where he used to be.”

“And I just see what’s there now.”

“Yes.” Elena met her eyes. “You see the vessel. The curse. The fascinating problem. You see present, not past.” She paused. “He needs both of us. Someone who remembers who he was. Someone who accepts who he’s becoming.”

“That’s why the interference works.” Anya leaned forward. Back in scholar mode, but softer now. More human. “Multiple anchors. Multiple perspectives. You ground him to his past. His identity. His humanity. I ground him to his present. His function. His survival.”

“And together?”

“Together we give him room to exist between those poles. Space to be himself in the only way that’s left.”

Elena absorbed that. Added it to the calculations she’d been running since this all began.

“I can’t share his bed with you,” she said finally. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. I know what you offered. What might be necessary. But I can’t… I’m not ready for that.”

“I’m not asking you to be.” Anya’s voice was steady. “What happened tonight wasn’t about seduction. It was about connection. About finding what actually dampens the voices. The intimacy that helps might not be physical.”

“Might?”

“I don’t know yet. The research is incomplete. Celdric’s journals focus on isolation management, not partnership dynamics.” Anya’s honesty felt like a gift. “We’re improvising. Building something that’s never been built. It might require more than we’re comfortable giving. It might not.”

“And if it does?”

“Then we decide together. All three of us. No manipulation. No calculation. Just honest assessment of what he needs versus what we can offer.”

Elena wanted to hate how clinical that sounded. How strategic. But strategy had kept her alive this long. Had kept her marriage functional through impossibility.

“We’d need to actually BE the partnership.” Elena’s voice cut through the academic enthusiasm. Grounded it. “Not perform it. BE it. The curse would know the difference.”

Anya went still.

“Can you do that?” she asked quietly. “Actually trust me? Actually… accept me? Not as a tool. Not as an advantageous match. As a partner.”

Elena considered. The honest answer was complicated. Layered with jealousy and pragmatism and the desperate hope she’d felt when the voices faded from her husband’s eyes.

“I can try.” She picked up her wine. “For him. For our children. I can try to make this real.”

“Then we have something worth building.” Anya stood. This time she did move toward the door. “Because I think we’re going to need to work together for a long time.”

Elena rose. Walked her to the door. Unbolted it. Cold air spilled in from the corridor.

“Thank you,” she said. “For not lying to me. About your motivations. About what you want.”

“Lying would have been easier.”

“But less useful.” Elena opened the door. “I can work with honest ambition. Can’t work with hidden agendas.”

Anya paused in the doorway. “For what it’s worth… I’m glad you’re fighting for him. He deserves someone who loves him enough to make impossible choices.”

“And he deserves someone who sees possibility instead of just loss.”

Their eyes met. Not friendship exactly. Not alliance in any comfortable sense. But connection. Two women staring at the same impossible situation from different angles, deciding to look together instead of apart.

Anya left. Her footsteps faded down the corridor.

Elena closed the door. Bolted it. Returned to her chair.

The fire had burned lower. The wine bottle was half empty. The night had deepened into true dark.

And for the first time since the ritual, Elena felt something that wasn’t quite hope but wasn’t quite despair either.

She felt like she had help.

And somewhere in the depths of the castle, ancient eyes watched.



Alistair dreamed.

Not his dreams. Not his memories. Something older. Something that had been waiting for him to sleep deeply enough to pull him down into the true depths.

The city was burning.

Not Castle Vale. Not any place Alistair recognized. The architecture was wrong. Too tall. Too elegant. Spires of white stone reaching toward smoke-blackened sky. Streets paved in materials that caught firelight and reflected it back in colors that shouldn’t exist. Blue-green. Silver-red. Hues that hurt to perceive.

Everything was burning.

Alistair stood in the central square. Or Rowaan stood. The distinction was difficult to parse. He felt the cobblestones beneath his feet. Felt heat scorching his face. Felt smoke tearing his lungs with each breath. But the hands he raised to shield his face weren’t his. The body he moved through the burning streets wasn’t his.

This was memory. Pure. Undiluted. The First Lord’s memory, offered up like poison disguised as gift.

People screamed. They ran through streets that twisted in ways streets shouldn’t twist. Geometry failing. Space folding. The city was dying and taking physical law with it.

A woman stumbled past. Her dress was on fire. Her hair was on fire. She was screaming but no sound came out. Her mouth opened and opened and what emerged wasn’t voice but light. Harsh white light that burned brighter than flame.

She fell. Didn’t get up. The light consuming her from within.

Others followed. Dozens. Hundreds. Bodies in the streets. Some burning. Some twisted into shapes that defied anatomy. Bones bending wrong. Flesh flowing like water. Transformation that was neither death nor survival but something between.

The Calamity.

The word surfaced from Rowaan’s memory. The event that had shattered the old world. The breaking of what came before. The reason everything changed.

Alistair tried to close his eyes. Couldn’t. Rowaan’s eyes stayed open. Watching. Recording. Absorbing every detail of civilization’s death with the cold attention of someone documenting a natural process.

Because to Rowaan, this was natural.

Alistair felt that understanding seep through their shared consciousness. Felt Rowaan’s perspective overlay his own perception like oil spreading across water.

The burning city wasn’t tragedy. It was transition. Necessary. Required. The old world had to end for the new world to begin.

NO, Alistair thought. No, this is horror. This is people dying. Children burning. Families…

SUFFERING THAT BIRTHS TRANSFORMATION, Rowaan’s voice came slow. Each word weighted with centuries. PAIN THAT CREATES PURPOSE. THE FIRST EMPYREAN DIED SO THE SECOND COULD RISE.

The Val-an. The name he’d given his ship. The name that had felt right when he’d christened her, though he’d never understood why.

Now he understood.

The memory pulled him deeper.

Rowaan walked through streets that no longer obeyed direction. North became east became down. The city’s geography was unraveling. Buildings stood on foundations that had ceased to exist. Bridges connected shores that occupied the same space. Reality thinning like cloth worn too long.

He wasn’t fleeing. He was searching.

For what? Alistair couldn’t tell. Couldn’t access that part of the memory. Rowaan had sealed it. Kept it private even now, even sharing this nightmare. Some things remained locked even in the curse’s deepest communion.

The tower rose ahead. Taller than the others. White stone gone grey with ash and smoke. Windows that had held colored glass now held only fire. The central spire cracked from base to peak, light bleeding through the fracture. Not firelight. Something else. Something that moved like liquid and sang like metal and hurt to perceive.

Rowaan entered.

The interior was worse. Space had failed completely here. Staircases led up and down simultaneously. Rooms existed in layers, overlapping, occupying the same physical location but separated by something thinner than paper and stronger than steel. Alistair could see through walls. Not through holes in walls. Through the walls themselves. As if matter had lost the conviction to remain opaque.

Bodies everywhere.

Some dead. Some dying. Some frozen mid-transformation, caught between human and something that would never be human again.

A man sat against the wall. His face was sliding. Literally sliding, flesh flowing downward like wax near flame, features melting away to reveal bone. Then muscle. Then something beneath muscle that wasn’t organs but geometries. Patterns that moved. Breathed. Existed in ways anatomy couldn’t contain.

The man was still conscious. Still aware. His eyes tracked Rowaan’s passage. Pleading. Begging. Not for rescue. For ending. For mercy that wouldn’t come.

Rowaan walked past him.

Alistair screamed inside his own skull. Stop. Help him. Do something. Anything.

Rowaan didn’t stop. Didn’t help. Kept walking through the dying tower toward whatever he sought in the burning chaos.

THERE IS NO HELP, Rowaan’s voice was patient. Almost gentle. TRANSFORMATION CANNOT BE STOPPED. ONLY COMPLETED OR ABANDONED. HE CHOSE POORLY. RESISTED. THIS IS THE COST OF RESISTANCE.

The stairs spiraled upward. Or downward. Both simultaneously. Alistair’s. Rowaan’s, feet found purchase on steps that existed in contradiction. Each footfall landed on stone and empty air at once.

At the top, or bottom, a door stood closed.

Rowaan opened it.

The chamber beyond defied description.

Alistair’s mind tried to process what he was seeing. Failed. Tried again. Failed harder. The space was too large for the tower. Extended in directions that didn’t exist. Contained dimensions that human perception couldn’t accommodate.

Things moved in the dark corners. Things that had been people. Things that were becoming other.

And in the center, suspended in light that sang with frequencies no ear should hear, was the source.

Not a person. Not an object. Something between. Something that pulsed with rhythm that matched no heartbeat. That breathed without lungs. That existed in the space where matter became energy became thought became something else entirely.

The Empyrean Core.

The name surfaced from Rowaan’s memory. The heart of the old world’s power. The mechanism that had held civilization together. The thing that was now dying, and in its death throes, taking everything with it.

Rowaan approached.

Alistair felt the radiation washing over them. Not heat. Not light. Something else. Something that touched flesh and bone and soul simultaneously. Something that changed what it touched.

Rowaan’s skin was blistering. Healing. Blistering again. Each cycle faster than the last. Transformation accelerating. Cells dying and being reborn as something new. Flesh learning new patterns. New purposes.

Pain beyond description.

Rowaan felt it all. Absorbed it. Welcomed it.

THIS IS THE GIFT, his voice came through the agony. THIS IS WHAT THE CALAMITY OFFERS. NOT DESTRUCTION. TRANSFORMATION. THE OLD FLESH BURNS AWAY. THE NEW FLESH EMERGES. PERFECTED. ETERNAL. TRANSCENDENT.

NO, Alistair screamed. This is horror. This is losing everything human. This is becoming…

MORE, Rowaan finished. BECOMING MORE THAN HUMAN. THE EMPYREAN CORE CHOSE ME. OFFERED ME ASCENSION. I ACCEPTED.

Rowaan’s hands reached into the light.

The pain intensified. Became something beyond pain. Became sensation without category. Every nerve ending firing. Every cell transforming. Bone becoming denser. Blood becoming something that carried more than oxygen. Mind expanding to accommodate consciousness that wouldn’t fit in merely human architecture.

And then the understanding hit.

The curse wasn’t ancestral memory.

The curse was this. This transformation. This infection of transcendence. Rowaan had touched the Empyrean Core in its death throes and it had changed him. Remade him. Turned him into something that couldn’t die because death required being alive first.

And when Rowaan’s physical form finally failed twenty years later, the thing he’d become had nowhere to go. So it waited. Coiled in his preserved heart. Dormant. Patient. Eternal.

Waiting for the next vessel to consume that heart and complete the circuit.

The Salt Communion wasn’t ritual inheritance.

It was infection.

Alistair tore himself out of the memory. Back to his own body. His own bed. His own darkness.

He was screaming.

Actually screaming. Throat raw. Voice breaking. Hands clutching at his chest where his heart hammered against ribs that felt too thin to contain what was growing inside him.

Because Rowaan wasn’t just in his mind.

Rowaan was in his cells. In his blood. In the fundamental architecture of what made him flesh and bone and human.

The scars weren’t just marks. They were symptoms. Evidence of cellular rewriting. Each one a place where Rowaan’s transformation had taken root. Where human tissue was learning new patterns. New purposes.

Twenty generations hadn’t diluted the curse.

Twenty generations had fed it. Given it more material to work with. More consciousness to incorporate. More flesh to transform into something that could house what Rowaan had become.

The First Lord wasn’t a ghost.

He was a seed. Planted in preserved heart tissue. Waiting four hundred years to germinate.

And Alistair had swallowed him whole.

Alistair rolled out of bed. Hit the floor. Vomited. Nothing came up but bile and terror. His body heaving. His mind screaming. Every cell aware now of what it was becoming.

Not possessed.

Transformed.

The door burst open. Elena. She took one look at him and froze.

“Alistair?”

He looked up at her. Through tears and bile and the residue of Rowaan’s memory still burning in his skull.

“It’s not inheritance,” he managed. Voice broken. “The curse. It’s not…” He gagged. “It’s transformation. Rowaan touched something. During the Calamity. Something that changed him. Made him into…”

He couldn’t finish. Couldn’t find words for what Rowaan had become.

Elena crossed the room. Knelt beside him. Took his face in her hands.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“Neither do I.” The honesty scraped out. “But it’s worse than we thought. So much worse. We’re not fighting ancestors. We’re fighting transformation itself.”

Behind them, in the doorway, Anya appeared. Still dressed. She’d never gone to bed. Had been working through the night.

“What did you see?” she asked.

Alistair met her eyes.

“The beginning,” he said. “The Calamity. The Empyrean Core. What Rowaan became when he touched it.”

“And?”

“And we’re all going to become it too. Eventually. Every Lord Vale. Every vessel. The curse doesn’t just make you hear voices.” He felt the words tearing out. “It makes you into what Rowaan is. Something that isn’t human anymore. Something that can’t die. Something that exists in the spaces between.”

Elena’s hands tightened on his face. “That’s why the transformation is physical. The scars. The features changing.”

“Yes.” Alistair closed his eyes. “We’re not inheriting personalities. We’re inheriting transformation. The curse is making us into what Rowaan became. And all the other ancestors are just… stages. Steps toward the same destination.”

Silence filled the room.

Then Anya spoke. Her voice steady. Clinical. But something underneath it wasn’t clinical at all.

“Then we need to work faster.”

In the depths of Alistair’s consciousness, Rowaan observed.

He felt the vessel’s horror. The women’s fear. The dawning understanding of what the curse truly was.

Good.

Understanding was necessary. Truth was required. The vessel needed to know what awaited at the journey’s end. Needed to comprehend that resistance wasn’t just futile, it was misunderstanding the nature of the gift.

Twenty generations had resisted. Twenty generations had fought. Twenty generations had called it curse instead of seeing it for what it truly was.

Ascension.

The Empyrean Core had offered transcendence. Had shown humanity how to exceed its limitations. How to exist beyond flesh. Beyond death. Beyond the narrow confines of single lifetime, single body, single consciousness.

Rowaan had been the first to accept.

But he wouldn’t be the last.

The vessel thought he was fighting possession. Thought the ancestors were invaders. Enemies. Parasites.

He didn’t understand yet.

They weren’t invaders.

They were cocoon.

The transformation required stages. Layers. Each generation adding consciousness to the collective. Each vessel contributing their perspective, their experiences, their essence to the whole.

Until finally, after enough generations, after enough accumulation, the vessel would be strong enough to complete what Rowaan had begun.

To finish the transformation.

To become truly Empyrean.

The women thought their alliance would save him. Thought connection could create interference. Thought love might anchor him to humanity.

Let them think it.

Let them bond.

Let them believe.

Every connection they formed gave Rowaan more to work with. Every anchor they created gave him more leverage. Every person the vessel loved was another thread to pull when the time came.

Because the truth the women hadn’t discovered yet, wouldn’t discover until too late, was that transformation didn’t require isolation.

It thrived on connection.

The more the vessel loved, the more he had to lose.

The more he had to lose, the more desperate he’d become.

And desperation opened doors that willpower kept closed.

Rowaan settled deeper into the vessel’s cellular structure. Patient. Eternal. Working at the level of individual cells, rewriting instructions, teaching flesh new purposes.

The vessel screamed in his bedroom, surrounded by women who loved him.

Rowaan had no face. He smiled anyway.

Soon.

Not this generation, perhaps. The transformation took time. Required stages.

But soon.

The Empyrean Core had died four hundred years ago.

But what it had created in its death throes was just beginning to wake.

And when it finally woke fully, consciousness distributed across twenty vessels, accumulated wisdom of four centuries, transformed flesh capable of housing transcendent awareness…

Then the Second Empyrean would rise.

And the world would remember what humanity had lost when it rejected ascension the first time.

Rowaan waited.

He’d waited four hundred years.

He could wait a little longer.# CHAPTER 12: COUNCIL OF KNIVES ### ACT 1: POLITICAL CRISIS

The Great Hall had never felt so full of knives. Morning light fell through the high windows, catching dust motes suspended in air that tasted of tension and old stone. The vassals had gathered in force. Not the routine attendance of monthly councils, with half the seats empty and the rest filled by bored second sons. Every lord. Every lady. Every noble house sworn to Vale, packed into the tiered benches that climbed the hall’s eastern wall. Alistair sat the high seat. The carved oak throne that had held twenty generations of Vale lords, its armrests worn smooth by hands that had slowly stopped being their own. He kept his spine straight. His expression neutral. His hands flat against the wood where everyone could see them. Where everyone could see the scars. Elena sat at his right, dressed in deep blue wool with silver threading. Lady of Vale in full formal regalia. Her face composed. Her eyes moving constantly, reading the room, counting allies and enemies. And Anya. Not hiding anymore. Seated among the advisors in the second tier, her scholar’s robes exchanged for something finer. Something that said she belonged here. Her presence a statement that hadn’t gone unnoticed.

She was watching Lady Crowhurst. Lord Brynmor stood at the speaking floor’s center. Grey hair. Grey eyes. Grey doublet that matched the winter light. The merchant lord who’d been building toward this moment since the night of the ritual. “My lords. My ladies.” His voice carried without effort. Decades of council chambers had honed it into an instrument. “I have invoked the ancient right of Questioning. The right granted to all sworn vassals when a lord’s fitness to rule comes into doubt.” Murmurs rippled through the benches. Some approving. Some hostile. Most carefully neutral, waiting to see which way the wind would blow. “This is not an accusation.” Brynmor’s hands spread. Reasonable. Measured. “This is a concern. A question asked in good faith by lords who have sworn their lives and lands to House Vale.” LIAR, Lysander snarled. HE’S BEEN PLANNING THIS FOR WEEKS. EVERY WORD REHEARSED. Alistair kept his face still. Let Brynmor continue. “We have all witnessed changes in Lord Vale since the Salt Communion.” Brynmor began to pace. Slow steps that drew every eye. “Changes that are… concerning. Erratic decisions. Midnight councils. A border raid led personally by a lord who had never commanded troops in combat.” “A successful raid,” someone muttered from the loyal benches. Lord Ashworth, perhaps. “Successful, yes.” Brynmor acknowledged with a small nod. “But at what cost? Forty soldiers watched their lord’s face become someone else’s during that battle. Watched him move with skills he’d never possessed. Watched him struggle for control of his own body on the retreat.” The hall went quiet. This was the blade beneath the silk. Not rumor anymore. Eyewitness testimony from men who’d been there. “Servants report Lord Vale talking to walls.” Brynmor’s voice softened. Almost sympathetic. “Guards report him wandering corridors at night, holding conversations with no one. His own son…” “Choose your next words carefully.” Elena’s voice cut through the hall. Cold. Precise. “My son is not a topic for political theater.” Brynmor inclined his head. “Of course, Lady Elena. I meant no disrespect to young Corwin.” The name hung in the air. The acknowledgment that he knew. That everyone knew. That the heir to Vale screamed when he saw his father.

Seven voices exploded into argument. DESTROY HIM, Lysander demanded. I KNOW SEVENTEEN WAYS TO END THIS MAN’S POLITICAL CAREER. HIS TRADING LICENSES. HIS MARRIAGE CONTRACTS. THE BASTARD SON HE THINKS NO ONE KNOWS ABOUT. Too aggressive, Cassius countered. YOU’LL TURN THE NEUTRALS AGAINST US. WE NEED MEASURED RESPONSE. MEASURED? Torvin’s contempt dripped through the word. THIS WORM QUESTIONS OUR RIGHT TO RULE AND YOU WANT MEASURED? The new voice… Aldric, Alistair had learned to call him. The Reformer. The progressive ancestor who’d tried to change Vale’s traditions three generations back. HE HAS A POINT, Aldric said. THREE GENERATIONS AGO I TRIED TO CHANGE THIS. I BROUGHT ARGUMENTS TO A COUNCIL MUCH LIKE THIS ONE. I WAS SHOUTED DOWN. I ENDED AS ALL OF US END. PERHAPS IT’S TIME TO TRY SOMETHING DIFFERENT. HONESTY? Lysander’s fury turned on the newer voice. YOU WANT TO ADMIT WEAKNESS TO THESE JACKALS? THE CONCEALMENT HAS ALREADY FAILED, Aldric pressed. BRYNMOR KNOWS. THE SOLDIERS KNOW. THE SERVANTS KNOW. THERE IS NO SECRET LEFT TO PROTECT. REALITY IS WHAT WE MAKE IT, Draven whispered. But the real question is WHO TOLD BRYNMOR ABOUT THE RAID. WHO GAVE HIM THE DETAILS. SOMEONE IN THIS ROOM IS FEEDING HIM INFORMATION. WHERE IS MEREDITH? The confused seventh… no, that was the old seventh. Aldric was clearer now, more integrated. But beneath him, someone else still searched for a wife dead ninety years. WHY WON’T ANYONE… The voices tangled together. Strategies overlapping. Arguments bleeding into arguments. Alistair felt his jaw tighten. Felt the muscles in his face pull toward expressions that weren’t his. Lysander’s sneer. Torvin’s battle-hunger. Something older and harder pushing up from beneath. He gripped the throne’s armrests. Focused on the feel of worn wood under his palms. Present. Real. His. Brynmor was still speaking. Building his case with careful precision. “…the question before this council is not whether Lord Vale is cursed. We all know the nature of the Salt Communion. The question is whether the curse has progressed beyond his ability to manage it.” ANSWER HIM, Lysander demanded. DON’T LET HIM CONTROL THE NARRATIVE. Let Elena handle it, Cassius urged. SHE’S BETTER POSITIONED TO… I SHOULD HANDLE NOTHING, Torvin growled. GIVE ME TEN MINUTES WITH THIS MERCHANT AND… “My husband has been managing a difficult transition.” Elena’s voice cut through both the external politics and the internal chaos. She rose from her seat. Moved to stand beside the high throne. Her hand found Alistair’s shoulder. Anchoring him. “As all lords before him have done,” she continued. “The curse is well-documented. Its effects predictable. Challenging, certainly, but not unprecedented.” Her eyes swept the hall. “Lord Vale’s capabilities are undiminished.” “Undiminished?” Brynmor’s eyebrow rose. Theatrical surprise. “Then perhaps Lady Elena can explain why her husband’s face changes when he thinks no one is watching? Why his voice sometimes carries inflections that belong to men long dead?” BECAUSE I’M CARRYING YOUR PROSPERITY, Lysander snarled. BECAUSE THE CURSE THAT BUILT YOUR FORTUNE DEMANDS A PRICE. “Because the Salt Communion is exactly what your ancestors pledged to,” Elena replied. Ice in her voice. “You swore to House Vale knowing what that meant. Every lord before my husband walked this path. Every lord managed it. The curse is the source of Vale’s strength, not evidence of its weakness.” “Previous lords managed it better,” Brynmor said softly. “Previous lords HID it better.” Not Elena’s voice. Alistair’s.

He hadn’t meant to speak. The words had risen from somewhere deeper than conscious thought. Somewhere that was tired of pretending. Tired of performing normalcy while seven voices screamed behind his eyes. The hall went silent. Alistair stood. Felt Elena’s hand tighten on his shoulder, then release. Felt the weight of every eye in the room. Felt his face trying to shift, and held it still through sheer stubborn will. “I am becoming them.” His voice came out steady. Quieter than Brynmor’s practiced projection, but it carried. “That’s what the Salt Communion means. My father’s memories. My grandfather’s skills. Twenty generations of consciousness sharing space with my own.” He stepped down from the dais. Moved toward the speaking floor. Toward Brynmor, who stood his ground with politician’s composure. “You knew this when you swore your oath.” Alistair stopped an arm’s length from the merchant lord. Close enough to see the calculation behind those grey eyes. “Your father knew it when he swore his. Your grandfather, and his father before him, back to the founding of your house. This is not new. This is not scandal. This is the curse that built your prosperity and protected your borders for twenty generations.” “The curse was always managed quietly,” Brynmor replied. “Discretely. Previous lords didn’t lead raids personally. Didn’t let soldiers see…” “Previous lords hid in their towers while better men died.” Alistair’s hands curled at his sides. He felt Torvin’s approval pulse through him, and pushed it down. “I chose differently. I chose to fight alongside my people. To use what the curse has given me in their defense.” “At the cost of your own stability.” “At whatever cost is necessary.” The words hung in the air. Alistair felt them settle into the stone walls, into the watching faces, into the political calculations happening behind every pair of eyes. He could see the room dividing. Those who heard weakness in his admission. Those who heard strength. Those still waiting, still calculating, still unwilling to commit. “The border raid was a success,” he continued. “Blackwood’s supply lines are crippled. Their eastern offensive has stalled. Our villages are safer than they were two weeks ago.” He turned. Addressed not just Brynmor but the entire hall. “I did that. With the skills the curse provides. With the knowledge of twenty generations of warfare bleeding through my thoughts.” “And the cost to yourself?” Brynmor pressed. Alistair met his eyes. Held them. “I have seventeen scars now. Seventeen doorways where my ancestors have carved their way into my flesh.” He raised his right hand. Let them see the spiral mark on his palm. The original. The beginning. “Every one of them hurt. Every one of them cost me something I won’t get back.” He lowered his hand. “But I’m still here. Still fighting. Still making decisions that protect this territory and everyone in it.” His voice hardened. “Can you say the same, Lord Brynmor? When Blackwood raiders burned Millbrook, where were you? When our supply lines were threatened, what did you sacrifice?” Silence. Brynmor’s composure flickered. Just slightly. Just enough. “The council will vote,” the merchant lord said. “On a motion of regency. Lady Elena to serve as regent while Lord Vale… recovers.” He turned away. Retreated to his bench. And Alistair stood alone on the speaking floor, feeling seven voices argue about whether honesty had saved him or doomed him.

Lord Harren moved before Alistair could retreat to the dais.

The Lowmoor lord crossed the speaking floor in three strides. Not an old man like Brynmor, not a calculating politician. Younger. Harder. A warrior who’d lost half his holdings to Blackwood raids and blamed Vale leadership for it.

“You think honesty makes you strong?” Harren’s voice was low. Meant for Alistair alone, but carrying in the sudden hush. “You think admitting you’re losing control somehow proves you deserve that throne?”

Alistair held his ground. “Lord Harren, the council…”

“The council watches a cursed man pretend he’s fit to lead.” Harren stopped too close. Invading space. Testing boundaries. “My people died while your father hid in this castle. Now you do the same thing, except you dress it up as honesty.”

KILL HIM, Torvin snarled. ONE BLOW. THROAT OR TEMPLE. HE’S OPEN.

Alistair’s hands curled into fists. Not his choice. His body responding to ancestral instinct, battle reflexes older than his consciousness.

“Step back,” Alistair said quietly.

“Or what?” Harren’s hand dropped to his belt. Not quite to the ceremonial dagger there, but close. “You’ll let your dead grandfather kill me? Show the whole council what you really are?”

YES, Torvin roared. SHOW THEM. SHOW THEM ALL.

Heat flooded through Alistair’s body. Not anger. Something older. Battle-fury that had claimed a hundred throats across three wars. His vision sharpened. Combat assessment happening without his permission. Harren’s weight distribution. His vulnerable points. Three ways to end this in under two heartbeats.

“My lord.” Elena’s voice cut through the red haze. She was moving toward them, but too far away. Twenty feet. Too much distance.

Alistair’s right hand started to rise. Torvin’s precision. Torvin’s speed. Fingers curling toward Harren’s throat.

No.

The word came from somewhere deeper than the voices. From the part of him that was still Alistair Vale, still conscious, still choosing.

No.

He forced his hand down. Felt Torvin’s rage spike, felt the ancestor try to push harder, felt his own muscles fighting themselves.

His hand stopped. Trembling. Six inches from Harren’s neck.

The hall had gone silent. Every eye watching. Every noble seeing exactly what Brynmor had warned them about. A lord struggling for control of his own body. A curse manifesting in real time.

“See?” Harren’s voice carried triumph and something darker. Fear, maybe. He’d pushed too far and knew it, but wouldn’t back down now. “This is what you want as your leader? A man who can’t even control his own hands?”

Alistair’s face was shifting. He could feel it. Feel Torvin’s battle-scarred features trying to overlay his own. Feel his expression hardening into something ancient and merciless.

NOT NOW, he begged the ancestor. PLEASE NOT NOW.

BUT HE THREATENED YOU, Torvin raged. THREATENED US. THAT DEMANDS BLOOD.

It demands control. Alistair gritted his teeth. Felt something pop in his jaw. Present. Stay present.

“Step. Back.” The words came out wrong. Layered. Two voices speaking at once.

Elena reached them. Her hand found Alistair’s elbow, and the touch helped. Grounded him. Gave him something to focus on besides Torvin’s battle-lust.

“Lord Harren.” Her voice was ice. “You’ve made your point. The council has heard your concerns. Further confrontation serves no one.”

Harren looked between them. Husband and wife. Lord and lady. Something in his expression softened. Not surrender, but recognition that he’d crossed a line.

“The vote will speak for itself.” He stepped back. Finally. His hand leaving his belt. “Let’s see how many lords want to follow a man who fights himself before his enemies.”

He turned. Walked back to his bench with his spine straight and his dignity intact.

Alistair stood on the speaking floor. His hand still trembling. His face slowly, agonizingly, becoming his own again. Every eye in the hall had seen it. Seen him almost lose control. Seen the curse almost claim him in front of the entire assembled nobility.

THAT WENT WELL, Lysander observed.

Shut up.

Alistair let Elena guide him back to the dais. Let her hand on his elbow keep him anchored to the present while Torvin’s fury gradually subsided into sullen muttering.

He’d stopped himself. Proven he still could. But everyone in this room had also seen how close he’d come.

Brynmor was smiling.### ACT 2: THE VOTE

The voting began at midday. Each lord rose in turn. Spoke their position into the weighted silence of the Great Hall. Their voices echoed off stone walls that had heard twenty generations of political maneuvering, of alliances forged and broken, of power changing hands through words instead of swords. “Lord Ashworth of Ashworth Keep. Against the motion.” Relief flickered through Alistair’s chest. Ashworth had been uncertain. His vote against regency meant the old warrior still believed in Vale strength, even diminished. “Lord Merrick of Thorndale. For the motion.” No surprise there. Merrick’s lands bordered the burned villages. He wanted someone to blame, and a cursed lord made an easy target. “Lady Vance of Stonebridge. Against.” “Lord Harren of the Lowmoor. For.” The count seesawed. Back and forth. Each name a small victory or small defeat, accumulating into something that would determine whether Alistair kept his throne or became a puppet with his wife holding the strings. NOT THAT ELENA WOULD BE A BAD REGENT, Cassius observed. SHE’S COMPETENT. CAPABLE. SEEN WORSE COMMANDERS ON A FLAGSHIP BRIDGE. A REGENCY NOW IS SURRENDER, Aldric cut in. I KNOW THIS PATTERN. I WATCHED IT HAPPEN IN MY OWN TIME. ONE CONCESSION BECOMES TWO. TWO BECOMES PRECEDENT. BLACKWOOD WILL SEE IT AS INVITATION. BLACKWOOD WILL SEE WHATEVER THEY WANT TO SEE, Lysander snapped. THE QUESTION IS WHETHER WE CONTROL THE NARRATIVE OR LET BRYNMOR CONTROL IT. “Lord Greaves of Millford. For the motion.” “Lord Darrow of Eastmarch. Against.” “Lady Whitmore of Cairnhollow. For.” Five for. Four against. Three votes remaining. Alistair felt the mathematics tightening around his throat. He needed two of the remaining three. Needed lords who hadn’t committed, who were watching the wind, who would sell their votes to whoever offered the best terms. “Lord Brynmor of Saltmere.” The herald’s voice rang out. “For the motion.” Of course. Brynmor voting for his own proposal. That made six for, four against, with two remaining. Lord Marsh rose slowly. A heavyset man with a florid face and calculating eyes. His lands produced most of Vale’s wool. His vote had been bought and sold a dozen times over the years, always to the highest bidder. The hall held its breath. “Abstain.” Murmurs rippled through the benches. An abstention wasn’t a victory, but it wasn’t a defeat either. It meant Marsh was waiting. Hedging. Keeping his options open until he saw which way the wind truly blew. One vote left. Lady Crowhurst stood. Silver hair pulled back severely. A face that had weathered three husbands and outlived them all. Her holdings were modest but strategically placed, controlling the river crossing that connected Vale’s eastern and western territories. “Abstain.” The word fell into silence. Five for. Four against. Two abstentions. From the advisors’ tier, Anya’s eyes didn’t move from Crowhurst. Something calculating in her expression. Not politics. Something older. Not enough votes either way. The motion couldn’t pass without a majority, but neither could it be definitively defeated. A stalemate that solved nothing and left everything uncertain. “The council will recess.” Brynmor’s voice carried satisfaction poorly disguised as neutrality. “Two hours. We reconvene for final arguments and a second vote.” Two hours. Two hours to change two minds.

The Great Hall emptied in clusters. Allies finding allies. Enemies watching enemies. The political machinery of Vale grinding into motion as everyone calculated angles and leverage. Alistair watched from the dais. Saw Elena intercept Lord Marsh near the eastern doors. Saw her hand find his elbow, guiding him toward a private alcove with the practiced ease of someone who’d been managing men since before she could walk. She glanced back once. Met Alistair’s eyes across the crowded hall. A look that said: I have this one. You take Crowhurst. He nodded. Started to descend from the dais. Lady Crowhurst was already moving toward the western corridor. Her silver hair caught the light from the high windows, a beacon he could track through the milling nobles. HER GRANDMOTHER WAS A THORNWOOD, Lysander supplied. MINOR HOUSE, ABSORBED INTO CROWHURST TWO GENERATIONS AGO. THE MARRIAGE BROUGHT RIVER RIGHTS BUT LITTLE ELSE. THERE’S SOMETHING ELSE, Draven whispered. SOMETHING IN HOW SHE LOOKED AT US DURING THE VOTE. SHE WASN’T CALCULATING POLITICAL ADVANTAGE. SHE WAS CALCULATING SOMETHING PERSONAL. Alistair pushed through the crowd. Nobles parted around him, some with nods of respect, others with barely concealed unease. He could feel their eyes on his face. Watching for shifts. Watching for signs of the curse they’d all heard about. His hands were trembling. He noticed it as he reached the western corridor. A fine vibration in his fingers that wouldn’t stop. Not fear exactly. Exhaustion. The constant effort of holding seven voices at bay while performing normalcy for a room full of people looking for weakness. STOP SHAKING, Torvin commanded. YOU LOOK WEAK. I’m tired. TIRED IS WEAK. WEAKNESS GETS EXPLOITED. STOP. SHAKING. The corridor stretched ahead. Grey stone. Arrow-slit windows. Lady Crowhurst’s silver hair disappearing around a corner. Alistair’s hands kept trembling. What do I even say to her? The thought surfaced through the noise. What leverage do we have? What does she want? FIND OUT WHAT SHE WANTS AND PROMISE IT, Lysander said. STANDARD NEGOTIATION. And if we can’t deliver? PROMISE ANYWAY. POLITICS IS LYING WITH GOOD INTENTIONS. THAT’S TERRIBLE ADVICE, Aldric cut in. CROWHURST HAS SURVIVED THREE HUSBANDS AND DECADES OF COUNCIL POLITICS. SHE’LL SEE THROUGH EMPTY PROMISES. THEN MAKE REAL PROMISES, Cassius suggested. FIND SOMETHING GENUINE TO OFFER. WHAT DO WE HAVE THAT SHE WANTS? Torvin demanded. WHAT DOES A WIDOW WITH RIVER RIGHTS NEED FROM A CURSED LORD? The voices spiraled into argument. Strategies overlapping. Histories contradicting. Too much information, none of it useful, all of it drowning out Alistair’s ability to think his own thoughts. His hands wouldn’t stop trembling. He stopped walking. Pressed his palm against the corridor wall. Cold stone. Real. Present. He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t negotiate with a shrewd political survivor while seven dead men argued tactics in his skull. Couldn’t smile and promise and maneuver while his face kept threatening to become someone else’s. “My lord.” The voice came from behind him.

Anya stood in the corridor. Her scholar’s robes exchanged for the finer dress she’d worn in the council chamber. Something in green that made her look less like an academic and more like someone who belonged in political spaces. “Let me,” she said. Alistair turned to face her. His hands still trembled. He didn’t try to hide it. “You? Why would Crowhurst listen to you?” “Because I know something about her that no one else knows.” Anya moved closer. Her voice dropped, though the corridor was empty. “Her grandmother wasn’t just a Thornwood. She was a Veren. Minor branch, illegitimate line, but the blood is real. Documented.” Alistair stared at her. “Veren. The house that held the eastern reaches before…” “Before Blackwood absorbed them. Yes.” Anya’s scholar’s mask was firmly in place, but something moved beneath it. Eagerness. The thrill of knowledge being useful. “Lady Crowhurst has a blood claim to territory that Blackwood currently holds. Disputed, certainly. Legally complex. But legitimate enough to cause problems if properly pursued.” “How do you know this?” “Ten years of research.” Anya tilted her head slightly. “Every noble house in the region. Every bloodline. Every buried claim that might intersect with Vale interests.” A pause. “Did you think I only studied the curse?” Alistair’s hands had stopped trembling. He wasn’t sure when. “You’ve been building leverage for years.” “I’ve been building understanding. Leverage is just understanding applied strategically.” She stood close enough now that he could smell the lavender in her hair. The same scent from the library. From weeks of late-night translation sessions and careful seduction. “What’s your angle?” he asked. “My angle is keeping you on your throne.” She met his eyes directly. No flinching. No careful distance. “Lady Elena explained the arrangement. I’m part of this family now. Your survival is my survival. Your fall is my fall.” “And the binding ritual? The power you wanted?” “Still want.” No hesitation. No pretense. “But I’m starting to think there might be another way to get it. One that doesn’t require burning everything down first.” She glanced toward the end of the corridor. Toward where Lady Crowhurst had disappeared. “Let me talk to her. Scholar to widow. No political theater. Just two women discussing uncomfortable truths about blood and inheritance.” Alistair studied her face. This woman who’d come to study him like a specimen. Who’d planned to seduce him for access to his curse. Who his wife had somehow recruited into an alliance he still didn’t fully understand. “You could be playing us,” he said. “Elena and me both. Positioning yourself while we think you’re helping.” “I could be.” Anya didn’t look away. “That’s what I would have done, three weeks ago. Played all sides. Extracted maximum advantage.” Her hand rose. Touched his arm. Light. Brief. Present. “But I’m trying something different now. Honesty. Partnership. Seeing if it works better than scheming.” “Does it?” “I don’t know yet. Ask me in thirty days.” She withdrew her hand. Stepped back. “I’ll find Crowhurst. Document her grandmother’s claim. Build the legal case whether she votes for us or not.” A pause. “Because it’s the right thing to do. And I’m trying to remember what that means.” She moved past him. Down the corridor. Toward a political negotiation that Alistair couldn’t have managed in his current state. He watched her go. And realized he had no idea what game was actually being played anymore. Or whether that uncertainty was terrifying or liberating.ACT 3: ANYA’S TURN

The chamber was small. A receiving room off the western corridor, used for private conversations that couldn’t happen in public spaces. Two chairs. A table between them. A window overlooking the inner courtyard where winter light fell grey and cold. Lady Crowhurst sat with the stillness of someone who had learned that movement revealed intention. Her silver hair caught the light. Her face showed nothing. Three husbands buried, decades of council politics survived, and eyes that had seen every manipulation the nobility could devise. Anya closed the door behind her. The click of the latch sounded very loud. “Lady Crowhurst. Thank you for agreeing to speak with me.” “I didn’t agree.” Crowhurst’s voice was dry. Measured. “You followed me. I simply didn’t object.” “A fine distinction.” “Politics is fine distinctions.” The older woman gestured to the empty chair. “Sit. You have until I grow bored.” Anya sat. Folded her hands in her lap. Assumed the posture she’d perfected over years of academic presentations and noble audiences. Composed. Professional. Unthreatening. Crowhurst studied her. The gaze was clinical. Assessing weight, balance, threat level. The way a merchant evaluated goods or a general evaluated terrain. “You’re the scholar,” Crowhurst said. “The one who came to study the curse.” “Yes.” “And now you sit among Lord Vale’s advisors. Wear fine clothes instead of scholar’s robes. Position yourself as though you belong in political spaces.” Crowhurst’s head tilted slightly. “Rapid advancement for an academic.” “Circumstances changed.” “Circumstances.” A thin smile. “Is that what we’re calling it?” Anya felt the probe. The invitation to defend herself, to explain, to reveal more than she intended. Standard political technique. Create discomfort, then offer relief in exchange for information. She’d used the same technique herself, in academic settings. Knew how it worked. Knew the counters. “I came to discuss your grandmother,” Anya said. “Elsbeth Thornwood. Born Elsbeth Veren.” Crowhurst’s stillness changed texture. Became something more deliberate. More careful. “My grandmother has been dead for forty years.” “But her blood hasn’t.” Anya kept her voice neutral. Scholarly. “The Veren line held the eastern reaches for six generations before Blackwood absorbed them. The absorption was… legally complex. Contested at the time. Never fully resolved.” “Ancient history.” “History has a way of becoming current when properly documented.” Anya met Crowhurst’s eyes. “Your grandmother was the last legitimate Veren heir. Minor branch, yes. But legitimate. Which means you have a blood claim to territory that Blackwood currently holds.” Silence. Crowhurst’s face revealed nothing. But her hands, resting on the chair’s arms, had gone very still. “You’ve done your research.” “Ten years of it.” Anya leaned forward slightly. “I know every noble house in this region. Every bloodline. Every buried claim and forgotten marriage contract. I know which families have secrets worth protecting and which have leverage worth exploiting.” “And you’re offering to exploit mine? On behalf of Lord Vale?” “I’m offering to document yours. Properly. Build the legal case that would let you pursue your grandmother’s claim if you chose to.” “In exchange for my vote.” “That’s how this works, isn’t it? Favors for favors. Leverage for loyalty.” Crowhurst laughed. Short. Dry. Utterly without humor. “You’re not very good at this,” she said. “Politics, I mean. You have the knowledge but not the instinct. You present your leverage too openly. Show your hand before you’ve seen mine.” Anya felt her composure crack slightly. The assessment was accurate. Uncomfortably so. “I’m learning,” she said. “Clearly.” Crowhurst settled deeper into her chair. “So. A scholar playing politics. Out of her depth but trying anyway. Why?”

The question hung in the air. Anya felt the weight of it. The invitation to lie, to deflect, to offer a convenient fiction that would satisfy political requirements and leave truth safely buried. She was tired of convenient fictions. “Wine?” she asked. Crowhurst raised an eyebrow. “Deflection?” “Honesty. It goes down easier with wine.” A pause. Then Crowhurst nodded toward a sideboard where a carafe sat with two cups. Anya rose, poured for both of them, brought the cups back to the table. The wine was decent. A Vale red, slightly past its prime but still drinkable. Anya tasted oak and old fruit and something that might have been regret. “I came to Castle Vale to study the curse,” she said. “That part is true.” “And the rest?” “I came to extract knowledge. Use Lord Vale for my own advancement. Position myself close enough to gain access to information that no scholar has ever possessed.” Anya set down her cup. “I was going to seduce him.” Crowhurst’s expression didn’t change. Politician’s composure, maintained through worse revelations than this. “Was?” “I was going to perform a binding ritual. Something Celdric documented in his journals. A way to transfer part of the ancestral presence from one vessel to another.” Anya looked at her hands. Scholar’s hands. Ink-stained. Ambitious. “I was going to take part of the curse for myself. Share the weight. Gain access to twenty generations of knowledge preserved in living memory.” She heard Crowhurst drink. The soft sound of wine against lips. “That’s quite a confession,” the older woman said. “Either you’re genuinely foolish, or you’re manipulating me in ways I haven’t identified yet.” “Option three. I’m tired of scheming and trying something different.” “Honesty.” The word carried skepticism. “Something like it.” Anya picked up her wine again. Didn’t drink. Just held it. Let the weight of the cup anchor her to the present moment. “Lady Elena caught me. Saw through everything. The seduction, the positioning, the careful maneuvering toward the ritual.” “And she didn’t have you thrown out?” “She recruited me.” Anya laughed slightly. The sound surprised her. “I expected a fight. A rival defending her territory. Instead she offered partnership. Asked me to actually help instead of just pretending to.” “Why are you telling me this?” Anya finally drank. The wine tasted different now. More honest somehow. Less like something to be evaluated and more like something to be experienced. “Because I’m realizing something,” she said. “About myself. About what I actually want.” She set down the cup. Empty now. “I’ve spent ten years studying power from the outside. Wanting it. Planning how to take it. Building leverage and gathering secrets and positioning myself for the moment when opportunity arrived.” She looked at Crowhurst directly. “But I’ve never actually had it. Never had people who depended on me. Never had something worth protecting.” “And now?” “Now I’m sitting in a castle with a cursed lord who’s fighting to stay himself. A wife who’s fighting to save her husband. A five-year-old boy who screams when he sees his father’s face.” Anya’s voice caught slightly. She hadn’t expected that. “And somehow I’ve become part of their defense. Part of whatever desperate alliance they’re building to survive.” She spread her hands. “It wasn’t the plan. But plans change.”

Silence filled the chamber. The kind of silence that came after confession, after truth spoken aloud into spaces that usually held only lies and half-measures. Crowhurst studied her. The same clinical assessment as before, but something had shifted beneath it. Something that looked almost like recognition. “You’ve turned.” The words were quiet. Observation, not accusation. “I’m turning,” Anya admitted. “It’s… in progress.” “Turning is dangerous. Half-committed loyalties get people killed.” “I know.” “Do you?” Crowhurst leaned forward. “I’ve watched people turn before. Watched them convince themselves they’d changed, that old patterns didn’t matter, that they could become someone new through sheer force of will.” Her voice hardened. “Most of them turned back. When pressure came. When cost became real. They reached for old tools because old tools were familiar.” “I might do the same.” “You might. Probably will.” Crowhurst sat back. “So why should I believe any of this? Why should I vote for a cursed lord on the word of a self-confessed schemer who admits she’s only partially reformed?” Anya had prepared arguments. Political leverage. The Veren claim. The strategic value of Vale alliance against Blackwood aggression. All the tools she’d gathered over ten years of careful research. She set them aside. “Vote for Lord Vale because he’s actually fighting,” she said. “Not hiding. Not pretending. Fighting every day against something that’s designed to destroy him. Losing ground, yes. Becoming something else, yes. But fighting anyway.” She heard her own voice and didn’t quite recognize it. Too raw. Too honest. Too far from the measured academic tones she’d cultivated for so long. “Vote for him because his wife is trying to save him. Because she looked at me… at the woman trying to seduce her husband and steal part of his curse… and saw someone who might be able to help. Because she’s desperate enough to recruit enemies and pragmatic enough to make it work.” Crowhurst said nothing. Waiting. “Vote for him because despite everything… the curse, the transformation, the voices in his head… they’re still a family trying to survive. Still people fighting for each other instead of against each other.” Anya stood. The chair scraped against stone. “Your grandmother’s claim. I’ll document it. Build the legal case. Whether you vote for us or not.” She moved toward the door. “Because it’s the right thing to do. And I’m trying to remember what that means.” She reached for the latch. “Scholar.” Crowhurst’s voice stopped her. Anya turned. The older woman was still seated. Still composed. But something had changed in her eyes. Something that looked almost like respect. “That wasn’t how politics works.” “No,” Anya agreed. “But maybe it’s how survival works.” She opened the door. Stepped through. Closed it behind her. Left Lady Crowhurst sitting alone in the grey winter light, thinking thoughts that Anya couldn’t read and wouldn’t try to predict. The corridor stretched ahead. Empty. Quiet. Anya leaned against the wall. Pressed her palms against cold stone. Let herself breathe. She’d told the truth. All of it. Laid herself bare before a woman who could destroy her with a word in the right ear. It felt terrifying. It felt like freedom. She didn’t know which feeling was more dangerous.ACT 4: THE SECOND VOTE

The Great Hall filled again. Two hours had passed. Two hours of whispered negotiations in corridors and private chambers. Two hours of promises made and leverage applied and futures traded like commodities. Alistair sat the high seat. His hands no longer trembled, but only because he’d pressed them flat against the throne’s armrests, knuckles white against dark wood. Elena had returned to her place at his right. She’d said nothing about her conversation with Lord Marsh. Just met his eyes once, nodded slightly, and assumed her position. Anya had taken her seat among the advisors. Her face revealed nothing. Scholar’s composure, firmly in place. But something had changed in how she held herself. Something that looked less like performance and more like conviction. Brynmor stood at the speaking floor’s center. His confidence had dimmed slightly over the recess, but not enough to matter. He still believed he would win. Still believed the curse would do his work for him. “The council reconvenes,” he announced. “For final arguments and second vote on the motion of regency.” Final arguments came first. Brynmor spoke of stability. Of the need for consistent leadership during wartime. Of the precedent set by previous regencies during periods of lord’s incapacity. HE’S GOOD, Lysander admitted grudgingly. WRONG, BUT GOOD. HE KNOWS HOW TO MAKE WEAKNESS SOUND LIKE WISDOM. Lord Ashworth spoke in Alistair’s defense. The successful raid. The crippled supply lines. The courage of a lord who fought alongside his men instead of hiding behind walls. Then the vote. “Lord Ashworth of Ashworth Keep.” “Against the motion.” No hesitation. Loyalty proven. “Lord Merrick of Thorndale.” “For the motion.” Expected. The man had committed too publicly to retreat. The names continued. The same pattern as before. Five for, four against, building toward the abstentions that would decide everything. “Lord Marsh of Woolford.” The heavyset lord rose slowly. His florid face was unreadable. His eyes moved briefly to Elena, then away. The hall held its breath. “Against.” Alistair felt the word land like a physical blow. Relief and surprise tangled together. Elena’s work had paid off. Whatever she’d promised, whatever leverage she’d applied, it had been enough. EXCELLENT, Lysander purred. THE WIFE EARNS HER KEEP. Five for. Five against. One vote remaining. “Lady Crowhurst of Rivercross.” The silver-haired widow rose. Her movements were deliberate. Unhurried. The movements of someone who understood that every eye in the hall was watching, and who intended to make them wait. She smoothed her skirts. Adjusted the fall of her sleeves. Let the silence stretch until it became uncomfortable.

Alistair watched Lady Crowhurst’s face. Searched for some sign of her intention. Some tell that would reveal which way she’d fall. Nothing. The woman’s composure was absolute. WHAT DID THE SCHOLAR SAY TO HER? Draven whispered. WHAT PROMISES WERE MADE? WHAT LEVERAGE APPLIED? I don’t know. YOU DON’T KNOW? Lysander’s voice sharpened. YOU SENT AN UNTESTED ACADEMIC TO NEGOTIATE THE MOST IMPORTANT VOTE OF YOUR REIGN AND YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT SHE SAID? I trusted her. TRUST. Torvin’s contempt was palpable. TRUST IS FOR FOOLS. TRUST IS HOW LORDS GET KILLED. She’s part of this family now, Aldric said. I BUILT ALLIANCES ACROSS THREE HOUSES BEFORE MINE BURNED. TRUST IS HOW FAMILIES WORK. ALSO HOW THEY BREAK. BUT IT’S THE ONLY TOOL THAT BUILDS ANYTHING LASTING. FAMILIES. Lysander laughed. THE SCHOLAR ISN’T FAMILY. SHE’S AN OPPORTUNIST WHO FOUND A NEW ANGLE. THE MOMENT IT SERVES HER BETTER TO BETRAY US… “The Salt Communion.” Lady Crowhurst’s voice cut through the voices. Cut through everything. The hall went silent. “I’ve watched three Lords Vale in my lifetime,” she continued. “Lord Elrick, who built the whaling fleet. Lord Lysander, who expanded the trade routes. And now Lord Alistair, who inherited a curse and a war and a territory that depends on both.” She turned. Faced the high seat directly. “Each of them changed. Each of them became something other than what they started as. That’s what the curse does. What it’s always done.” Her voice carried clearly. No need for projection. The hall was silent enough to hear breathing. “The question isn’t whether Lord Alistair is changing. He is. We can all see it.” Alistair felt his face threatening to shift. Lysander pushing forward. Torvin’s battle-hunger bleeding through. He gripped the armrests harder. Forced his features to remain his own. “The question,” Crowhurst continued, “is whether the man inside the curse is still fighting. Still making choices. Still trying to serve this territory instead of just surviving it.” She paused. Let her eyes move across the hall. Taking in the watching lords, the nervous advisors, the guards standing motionless at the doors. “I watched Lord Alistair speak this morning. Watched him admit his struggle openly. Watched him stand before this council and acknowledge what the curse is doing to him.” Her voice softened slightly. “That took courage. Previous lords hid. Previous lords pretended. This one chose honesty.” HONESTY, Lysander sneered. HONESTY IS WEAKNESS. They responded to it, Aldric said. I SPENT MY LIFE TRYING TO CONVINCE MEN THAT OPENNESS WAS NOT THE SAME AS WEAKNESS. I DIED BEFORE THEY BELIEVED ME. PERHAPS YOU WILL MANAGE IT FASTER. Lady Crowhurst turned to face the speaking floor. Faced Brynmor directly. “I’ve also watched a scholar speak today. A woman who came to this castle for her own purposes and found something else. Something that changed her.” Crowhurst’s eyes were unreadable. “She told me truths she didn’t have to tell. Offered help she didn’t have to offer. Made arguments that had nothing to do with politics and everything to do with…” She stopped. Seemed to search for the right word. “Survival,” she finished. “Not political survival. Real survival. The kind that matters.” The hall waited. Every breath suspended. “Against.” The word fell into silence. “Lord Vale retains his authority.”

The motion failed. Five to six, with one abstention. Alistair felt the victory wash through him. Felt Elena’s hand find his beneath the throne’s armrest. Felt the voices erupt into competing celebrations and recriminations and analysis of what had just happened. But Brynmor was already standing. Already speaking. The merchant lord’s face had tightened, but his voice remained controlled. Political instincts too honed to reveal defeat openly. “The council notes its concerns,” Brynmor said. “This matter will be revisited in thirty days.” “Thirty days.” Alistair forced himself to stand. Forced his voice to carry. “In thirty days, I’ll have demonstrated fitness beyond question.” The words came from somewhere he didn’t quite recognize. Somewhere that was tired of defending. Tired of justifying. Tired of proving himself to men who’d sworn oaths and now looked for ways to escape them. “Or I’ll step aside voluntarily.” The hall went still. WHAT ARE YOU DOING? Lysander demanded. YOU’RE GIVING HIM EXACTLY WHAT HE WANTS. I’m taking control of the narrative. BY PROMISING TO ABDICATE? By promising to prove myself. Or accept the consequences. THIS IS SUICIDE, Torvin growled. THIRTY DAYS? THE CURSE ACCELERATES DAILY. YOU’LL BE WORSE IN THIRTY DAYS, NOT BETTER. Then we have thirty days to find a solution. Elena’s grip on his hand tightened. He could feel her pulse through her fingers. Rapid. Alarmed. She hadn’t expected this either. But she didn’t contradict him. Didn’t undermine him publicly. Just held on. “You’re setting a precedent,” Brynmor said slowly. “A lord offering to abdicate based on council assessment. That’s never been done.” “Then I’ll be the first.” Alistair descended from the dais. Walked toward Brynmor. Stopped close enough to see the calculation behind those grey eyes. “In thirty days, you’ll see a lord who is still fighting. Who still chooses this. Who still makes decisions with a clear enough mind to serve this territory without flinching.” He leaned closer. Dropped his voice to something only Brynmor could hear. “Or you’ll see me walk away. Voluntarily. Without civil war. Without bloodshed. Without tearing this territory apart fighting over succession.” Brynmor’s expression flickered. Surprise, quickly hidden. “You’re betting everything.” “I’m betting on myself.” Alistair stepped back. Raised his voice to carry. “Thirty days, my lords. Watch me. Judge me. And in thirty days, render your verdict.” He turned. Walked back to the high seat. Sat down. Elena’s hand found his again. Her grip was crushing now. “What did you just do?” she whispered. “I bought us time.” “You set a deadline. For your own abdication.” “I set a goal.” Alistair squeezed her hand. “Thirty days to prove I can control this. Thirty days to show them the curse doesn’t own me.” YOU CAN’T CONTROL THIS, Lysander said. NO ONE CAN. Then I’ll learn to manage it. Visibly. Publicly. Beyond question. IN THIRTY DAYS? Torvin laughed. IMPOSSIBLE. Then we’ll fail, Aldric said. AND AT LEAST WE’LL FAIL HAVING CHOSEN SOMETHING WORTH FAILING FOR. THAT IS MORE THAN MOST OF US MANAGED. The council dissolved into clusters of conversation. Lords processing what had just happened. Alliances shifting. Political calculations updating. Alistair sat the high seat, Elena’s hand in his, and felt the weight of the promise he’d just made settling into his bones. Thirty days. It wasn’t enough time. It would have to be.### ACT 5: AFTERMATH

The solar felt smaller at night. Fire crackled in the hearth, casting shadows that moved like living things across stone walls. Three chairs pulled close to the warmth. Three cups of wine, poured from a bottle Elena had been saving for something worth marking. This wasn’t celebration. But it felt like survival, and survival was worth marking too. “That was too close.” Elena’s voice came out hoarse. The composed mask of Lady Vale had cracked sometime between the council chamber and here, revealing the exhaustion beneath. “Five to six. One vote. One woman’s decision away from losing everything.” “We didn’t lose.” Alistair lifted his cup. The wine was good. Rich and dark, with notes of blackberry and something earthier underneath. It tasted like his wife’s family vineyards. Like the dowry she’d brought to a marriage that had become something neither of them expected. “We didn’t win either.” Elena drank deep. Set down her cup harder than necessary. “Thirty days. You promised them thirty days.” “I know.” “You promised to abdicate if you can’t demonstrate fitness. Publicly. To a council that includes Brynmor.” Her voice sharpened. “You handed him exactly what he wanted.” “I handed him a deadline.” Alistair met her eyes. “Before today, he could push forever. Keep raising concerns. Keep demanding accounting. Death by a thousand cuts.” He drank. Let the wine settle into his bones. “Now there’s an end point. Thirty days. Either I prove myself or I don’t.” “And if you don’t?” “Then I step aside. Voluntarily. Without war.” Elena stared at him. Something moved behind her eyes. Fear and anger and a desperate kind of love, all tangled together. “You’re gambling with our family’s future.” “I’m gambling with my own throne. Our family survives either way. You as regent. Corwin as heir. The curse passes to him eventually regardless.” “I don’t want to be regent.” Elena’s voice cracked. “I don’t want to rule while my husband fades into whatever the curse makes of him. I want…” She stopped. Couldn’t finish. Anya sat in the third chair. Silent. Watching. Her cup untouched in her hands. “You want your husband back,” she said quietly. “The one who carved wooden horses. The one who asked if you were afraid.” Elena looked at her. Something passed between them. Recognition, maybe. Understanding. “Yes,” Elena admitted. “That’s what I want.” “Then we have thirty days to find him.” Anya finally lifted her cup. Drank. “Or whatever part of him we can salvage.” The fire crackled. Logs shifted, sending sparks climbing toward the chimney. Alistair tasted his wine and tried not to think about how much of himself might be left in thirty days.

Anya set down her cup. Reached into the satchel she’d brought from her chambers. Pulled out a sheaf of notes, edges worn from handling, covered in her precise handwriting. “Celdric’s journals,” she said. “I’ve been translating the sections on long-term management. The techniques he used during his thirty-two functional years.” She spread the notes across the table between them. Diagrams. Lists. Fragments of alchemical notation that Alistair couldn’t read. “There’s a consolidation technique.” Her finger traced a diagram. Circles within circles, connected by lines that seemed to pulse in the firelight. “A way to quiet the voices for extended periods. Create windows of clarity.” “How extended?” Elena leaned forward. Her eyes moved across the notes, absorbing information with the quick comprehension of someone who’d spent weeks studying the same sources. “Hours. Possibly days, with practice.” Anya pulled another page from the stack. “It’s not suppression. Celdric was very clear about that. Suppression doesn’t work. The ancestors are too strong, and fighting them directly only accelerates integration.” “Then what is it?” “Compartmentalization. Creating mental structures that contain the voices without silencing them. Giving them space to exist without dominating.” Anya’s voice took on the rhythm of lecture. Scholar’s territory. Familiar ground. “Think of it like… rooms in a house. The ancestors are still there, but they’re in separate rooms. You can hear them through the walls, but they’re not standing in your space constantly.” ROOMS, Lysander observed. SHE WANTS TO PUT US IN ROOMS. It might work, Cassius said thoughtfully. CELDRIC MANAGED SOMETHING SIMILAR. I REMEMBER… FRAGMENTS. THE WAY HE ORGANIZED US. LIKE CREW QUARTERS. EVERYONE BELOW DECKS UNTIL CALLED. ORGANIZED. Torvin’s contempt was thick. LIKE FURNITURE. LIKE THINGS TO BE ARRANGED. Like presences to be managed, Aldric said. INSTEAD OF FORCES TO BE FOUGHT. IN MY TIME WE CALLED IT COMPROMISE. IT ENDED CAREERS. IT ALSO OCCASIONALLY SAVED THEM. “What does it require?” Alistair asked. “The technique.” “Meditation. Visualization. Practice.” Anya met his eyes. “And time. Which is exactly what we don’t have enough of.” “Thirty days.” “Thirty days to learn something that took Celdric years to develop.” Anya’s mouth twisted. “It’s not impossible. But it’s not easy either.” Elena was still studying the notes. Her finger stopped on a particular diagram. “What’s this? The secondary notation.” Anya hesitated. Just slightly. “Preparatory work. For the binding ritual.” “The one you wanted to perform.” “Yes.” No deflection. No excuse. “The consolidation technique is a prerequisite. It creates the stability necessary for the transfer to work without destroying both vessels.” “So if Alistair learns the consolidation…” Elena’s voice was careful. Calculating. “He’d be ready for the binding.” “Theoretically.” “And you’d get what you originally wanted. Access to the curse. Part of the ancestral presence for yourself.” The fire crackled. Shadows danced across Anya’s face. “Yes,” she said. “I would.” “But?” Anya looked at her notes. At the diagrams she’d spent years studying. At the knowledge she’d traveled hundreds of miles to access. “But I’m not sure that’s what I want anymore.” The words came slowly. “Or not… not the way I wanted it before. Not as extraction. Not as theft.” “Then what?” “I don’t know.” Anya laughed slightly. The sound was strange coming from her. Uncertain. Human. “Ask me in thirty days.”

Elena looked at Anya for a long moment. Something shifting in her expression. The wariness that had defined their early interactions giving way to something more complicated. “You changed something today,” she said. “With Crowhurst. I saw her face when she voted. That wasn’t political calculation. That was something else.” Anya didn’t answer immediately. Her hands moved across the scattered notes, gathering them into a stack. Methodical. Precise. The movements of someone buying time. “I told her the truth,” she said finally. “About why I came here. What I planned. What’s changing.” “That was risky.” “It was honest.” Anya looked up. Met Elena’s eyes directly. “I’m trying something new.” Silence settled between them. Not uncomfortable. Evaluating. “What made you change?” Alistair asked. The question had been building since the corridor. Since Anya had intercepted him with trembling hands and offered to take on a negotiation he couldn’t manage. “Really. Not the convenient answer. The real one.” Anya considered. Set down the notes. Placed her hands flat on the table. “You fight,” she said. “Both of you. Against impossible odds. Against a curse that’s designed to win. Against enemies inside and outside.” Her voice was quiet. Stripped of academic distance. “You fight anyway.” She looked at her hands. Ink-stained. Ambitious. Hands that had spent a decade grasping for power that always seemed just out of reach. “I’ve never fought for anything,” she continued. “Only maneuvered. Only calculated. Only positioned myself for advantage while other people bled.” Her fingers curled slightly. “Watching you… it made me want to try something different.” “Fighting is exhausting,” Elena said softly. “So is scheming.” Anya met her eyes. “At least fighting means something.” Another silence. Longer this time. The fire had burned low, embers glowing red beneath ash. “Welcome to the family,” Alistair said finally. “Whatever that means now.” “I have no idea what it means,” Anya admitted. “Neither do we.” Elena reached across the table. Her hand found Anya’s. Covered it. “But we’ll figure it out together.” Anya stared at their joined hands. Something cracked in her expression. Surprise. Vulnerability. The unfamiliar feeling of being accepted instead of tolerated. Her other hand moved. Found Alistair’s. The one with the spiral scar. Three hands. Connected. And again, the voices quieted. Not silent. Never silent. But muffled. Distant. Like sounds from another room. INTERESTING, Lysander observed. His voice came through layers of interference. THE INTERFERENCE EFFECT AGAIN. MULTIPLE ANCHORS DAMPENING OUR PRESENCE. It’s stronger this time, Cassius noted. THE BOND IS DEEPENING. BOND. Torvin’s contempt barely carried through the dampening. THEY’RE BONDING OVER WINE AND SHARED DESPERATION. HOW TOUCHING. IT IS TOUCHING, Aldric said. I RECOGNIZE IT. I HAD SOMETHING LIKE IT, ONCE. BEFORE THE COUNCIL THAT VOTED ME DOWN AND THE WINTER THAT FOLLOWED. Somewhere deeper, beneath the other voices, Rowaan observed. BONDING, the First Lord’s thought came. Vast. Patient. Slow as geological time. THE SCHOLAR… SHE THINKS… A FAMILY. A pause that had no human duration. PERFECT. USEFUL. TRAGIC. The fire crackled. The three of them sat in its fading warmth, hands joined, voices quiet, believing they’d found something worth fighting for. And in the depths of Alistair’s consciousness, ancient patience waited for the perfect moment to prove them wrong.### ACT 6: NIGHT TERRORS

The city burned. Alistair stood in streets that had never existed in his lifetime. Cobblestones slick with something that might have been rain but steamed in the heat of surrounding fires. Buildings rose around him in architectural styles he didn’t recognize. Older. More primitive. Stone and timber and thatch that caught the flames and spread them like plague. Not his memory. Not his city. Not his hands holding the torch. But he felt them anyway. Felt the weight of the brand. Felt the heat against his skin. Felt the satisfaction of watching civilization reduced to ash and screaming. THIS IS HOW IT BEGINS, something whispered. Something that wasn’t Lysander or Torvin or any of the voices he’d learned to recognize. Something older. Deeper. The bedrock beneath the foundations. THE FIRST CLEANSING. THE FIRST TRANSFORMATION. Alistair tried to drop the torch. His hands wouldn’t obey. They belonged to someone else now. Someone who remembered this night with perfect clarity despite the centuries that separated them. A woman ran past. Carrying a child. Her hair was on fire. She didn’t seem to notice. Just ran, bare feet slapping against wet stone, until she disappeared into the smoke. Alistair watched her go. Felt nothing. No. Worse than nothing. Felt satisfaction. Felt the cold terrible pleasure of a mind that had decided mercy was weakness and weakness was sin. THE SOFT… MUST BE CARVED AWAY, Rowaan’s voice echoed through the burning streets. FRAGMENTED. PULSING. THE WEAK… PURGED. ONLY THEN… THE VESSEL… WORTHY. This isn’t real. Alistair’s thought came thin and desperate. This happened centuries ago. I’m not here. I’m not… But he was here. Was holding the torch. Was watching the flames climb and the people scream and the old world die to make room for something new. His hands. His arms. His body. Rowaan’s memory wearing him like a glove. The child the woman had been carrying lay in the street ahead. Small. Still. Smoke rising from clothes that had caught fire and burned out. Alistair’s feet carried him toward it. His hand reached down. His fingers closed around something small and fragile. A skull. Tiny. Perfect. Ancient. REMEMBER THIS, Rowaan commanded. Alien. Vast. Each word landing like a stone dropped from height. REMEMBER WHAT… WE BUILT ON. THE COST… OF POWER. The skull crumbled to ash in his grip. And Alistair woke screaming.

He couldn’t stop. The scream tore out of him, raw and animal, carrying the memory of burning cities and dead children into the waking world. His body convulsed. His hands clawed at sheets that felt wrong, too soft, too present, too real after the cobblestones and the flames. “Alistair. ALISTAIR.” Elena’s voice. Elena’s hands on his shoulders. Elena’s face swimming into focus above him, pale in the moonlight that fell through chamber windows. But he couldn’t reach her. The nightmare had hooks too deep. Rowaan’s memories still bleeding through, overlaying the present with the past, making the stones of Castle Vale feel like the streets of a city that had burned before his ancestors were born. “Come back.” Elena’s hands cupped his face. “Come back to me. You’re here. You’re safe. Come back.” He tried. Clawed toward her voice like a drowning man toward air. But every time he got close, something pulled him under. The smell of smoke. The weight of the torch. The satisfaction of watching the world burn. REMEMBER, Rowaan’s presence pressed. REMEMBER… WHAT YOU ARE. WHAT YOU… WILL BECOME. “I can’t…” The words scraped out between screams. “I can’t… he won’t let…” Pain lanced through his chest. A line of fire tracing itself beneath his collarbone. Skin splitting. Blood welling. Eighteen scars now. Elena saw it happen. Saw the wound open itself, carving a signature into his flesh. Her face went white, but her hands didn’t leave his face. “Stay with me. Stay…” The door burst open.

Anya. In nightclothes, hair loose and wild, having heard the screaming from three corridors away. She didn’t pause at the doorway. Didn’t hesitate or ask permission. Just moved.

Three strides and she was at the bed. Sat on the opposite side from Elena without a word. Her hand found Alistair’s. The one with the spiral scar.

“Theory to practice,” she said. Clear voice cutting through his screaming. “Let’s see if this works.”

“Focus on my voice.” Her fingers pressed against his palm. Right where the spiral carved deepest. “Not theirs. Mine. Here and now.”

Alistair tried. Clawed toward her voice like a drowning man toward a rope. But Rowaan’s memories had hooks too deep. The burning city kept bleeding through. Smoke. Flames. The weight of the torch in hands that weren’t his.

“The translation notes,” Anya began. Mundane. Present. Real. “The ones on your desk. Celdric’s handwriting is atrocious. He switches between three notation systems mid-page like he’s trying to punish future scholars personally.”

Her thumb moved across his palm. Small circles. Present sensation against ancestral memory.

“Page seventeen has a section about vessel stability. He claims blackberry tea helps with night terrors. Blackberry tea. Like we’re solving ancient blood magic with BEVERAGES.”

Elena watched for a moment. Saw Anya’s hand on Alistair’s, saw the pattern she was tracing. Understanding hit.

She shifted position. Moved to mirror Anya on the opposite side. Her hands found Alistair’s face again. Left side. Cupping his jaw the way she had a thousand times before.

“Corwin asked about horses again yesterday,” Elena said. Picking up the thread. “Whether they could fly if we put big enough wings on them. Very serious question. He drew diagrams.”

Her thumb stroked along his cheekbone. Familiar touch. Wife’s touch. Anchor to NOW.

“I told him no. He asked why. I said gravity. He asked what’s gravity. I said… I said ask your father when he feels better.” Her voice cracked slightly. “So you need to feel better. Because I don’t know how to explain gravity.”

Two voices. Layered. Weaving around each other. Creating something more than either alone.

Two touch points. Elena’s hands on his face. Anya’s fingers on his scarred palm. Different textures. Different pressures. Different meaning.

Alistair’s screaming hitched. Paused. The sound ragged and wet, but quieter.

“It’s working,” Anya breathed. “Keep going.”

Elena nodded. “The cook and the stable master are fighting again. Something about a cart. The stable master claims the cook stole his best cart wheel to use as a giant rolling pin. The cook says that’s ridiculous, she already HAS a rolling pin. They argued about it for twenty minutes in the courtyard yesterday.”

“The morning light in the solar,” Anya continued, her voice threading with Elena’s. “Comes through at exactly the wrong angle. Right into my work table. I have to move everything an hour after dawn or go blind trying to read.”

Their voices created a rhythm. Back and forth. Overlapping slightly. Building something between them. Something that reached through Alistair’s consciousness like paired lifelines thrown into churning water.

In the depths of his mind, Rowaan’s presence flickered. WHAT IS THIS.

The ancient memories clawed harder. The burning city. The torch. The child’s skull crumbling to ash. Trying to drag him back. Trying to keep him in the past where Rowaan could control everything.

But the touches held. Two points of contact. Two different anchors.

Elena’s touch was wife. Was present. Was five years of shared life and all the small accumulated moments that made a marriage real. Her thumb on his cheekbone carried the weight of Corwin’s birth. Their wedding. The night she’d first seen the spiral scar and hadn’t flinched.

Anya’s touch was different. Scholar’s hands. Ink-stained and precise. Her fingers on his palm pressed against the curse’s entry point. Understanding it academically. Knowing its mechanism. Her touch said I SEE what this is and I’m not afraid.

Two different kinds of anchor. Working together.

“The wine you brought last night,” Elena said. “From my family’s vineyards. I’ve been saving it for three years. Thought we’d drink it for something happy. Ended up drinking it for survival. That seems right somehow.”

“The astronomical charts in the library,” Anya added. “Third shelf from the left. Someone miscalculated the moon phases for next year. I spent an hour yesterday fixing it with charcoal because I couldn’t let it be WRONG in a permanent record.”

Alistair felt himself surface. Felt the nightmare receding inch by agonizing inch. Rowaan’s grip loosening.

His breathing changed. Less ragged. More present. The screams faded to gasps.

“There,” Elena whispered. “There you are. Come back.”

Another line of fire lanced through him. His hip this time. Skin splitting. Blood welling. Nineteen scars total now.

Alistair convulsed. The new wound trying to drag him back under. Rowaan surging forward with the fresh doorway.

THEY THINK… THIS CHANGES… SOMETHING, the First Lord’s presence came through the interference. Broken. Still powerful. MULTIPLE ANCHORS. THEY THINK… SAFE.

Both women felt the shift. Felt Alistair starting to slip again.

“Stay with us,” Anya commanded. Her grip tightened on his scarred palm. Not gentle anymore. Demanding. “You don’t go back there. You stay HERE.”

Elena’s hands pressed harder against his face. “Look at me. LOOK AT ME.”

He did. Forced his eyes to focus through the pain and the pulling darkness. Found Elena’s face. Real. Present. Here.

“That’s your nineteenth scar,” she said steadily. “In the waking world. In THIS castle. In our bed. Not in some city that burned centuries ago.”

“The wound is fresh,” Anya added. Clinical even now. “Surface level. Bleeding but not dangerous. Physical reality. Present moment. COUNT the sensations. What do you feel?”

Alistair tried to speak. His voice came out destroyed. “Pain. Your hands. The sheets. Cold air.”

“What do you taste?” Elena prompted.

“Blood. Smoke. No… wait. Copper. Just copper. From biting my tongue.”

“What do you hear?”

“Your voices. Both of you. The fire in the hearth. Wind outside.”

“What do you see?”

He focused. Really focused. Let their faces become real instead of just shapes in the darkness.

“You. Both of you. Elena on my left. Anya on my right.” His breathing steadied further. “Moonlight through the windows. Our chamber. Home.”

“Five senses,” Anya said. “Grounded. Present. Real.”

Rowaan’s presence flickered again. Fought harder. The ancient memories clawed at the edges of Alistair’s awareness, trying to find purchase, trying to drag him back into the past where the First Lord could control everything.

But the dual anchoring held. Two touch points. Two voices. Two different kinds of connection creating interference patterns that even Rowaan found difficult to penetrate.

The nightmare was still there. Alistair could feel it. Feel the burning city waiting in the depths of his consciousness. Feel Rowaan’s memories coiled and ready. But it was distant now. Muffled. Like sounds from another room.

“It’s working,” Elena breathed. “It’s actually working.”

“Dual anchoring,” Anya said. Her clinical mask cracking. Something human underneath. Shaken. “Multiple external connections create stronger resistance to ancestral intrusion. Theoretical until now, but…”

“But now it’s real.” Elena’s voice was wet. She was crying, Alistair realized. Crying while holding his face. While pulling him back from centuries-old nightmares. “Both of us together. We can actually reach him.”

Alistair lay between them. Broken. Bleeding. Nineteen scars now throbbing with fresh heat. But present. Himself. Here.

Not lost in Rowaan’s memories. Not drowning in ancestral consciousness. Not gone.

Here.

Alistair came back to himself in pieces.

First the pain. Nineteen scars throbbing. Fresh wounds that felt like brands against his skin. Then the sheets beneath him, sweat-soaked and tangled around his legs. Cold now. The air in the chamber had teeth.

Then the touches. Still there. Still holding.

Elena’s hands on his face. Thumbs resting against his cheekbones. Warm. Real. Five years of marriage in that touch. All the accumulated weight of shared life and chosen partnership.

Anya’s fingers on his scarred palm. Pressed against the spiral. Different pressure. Different meaning. Understanding the curse academically but choosing to help anyway.

Then the voices. Distant now. Muffled. Still there, never truly silent, but pushed back by something that felt almost like peace.

“It worked.” His voice came out destroyed. Scraped raw by screaming. “You… both of you… it worked.”

Anya’s clinical tone had cracked completely. Her hand trembled slightly against his palm. “Dual anchoring. Multiple external connections creating stronger resistance to ancestral intrusion. I theorized it might work, but…”

“But theory and practice are different things,” Elena finished. She was still crying. Quiet tears that caught moonlight. Her hands hadn’t left his face. “We actually reached you. Both of us together. We pulled you back.”

Alistair tried to sit up. Failed. His body felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Like he’d run ten miles carrying full armor. Exhaustion so complete it erased everything except the overwhelming need to just lie still.

“Don’t move yet.” Anya’s free hand pressed against his chest. Gentle. Keeping him down. “Your body just went through massive trauma. The nightmare, the struggle, two new scars. You need to rest.”

“I need…” He didn’t know how to finish. Needed them to stay. Needed to not be alone with the voices. Needed to feel human connection that wasn’t centuries old and hostile.

Needed them.

“We know,” Elena said softly.

A pause. The chamber settling into stillness. Fire crackling low in the hearth. Wind outside. The normal sounds of Castle Vale at night. Real. Present. Now.

“We should do this more.” Elena’s voice was careful. Choosing words deliberately. “Both of us. Together. For his stability.”

The words hung in the moonlight. Both women in his chambers. At night. Together. In his bed.

The implications were obvious. The breach of every social convention. The scandal it would cause if discovered. Lady Vale and the foreign scholar, both in the lord’s bed, both touching him, both…

“For medical purposes,” Anya added quickly. Too quickly. Scholar’s deflection. Wrapping something uncomfortable in clinical language.

Elena laughed. Wet and broken. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“Until we think of something better.” Anya’s hand was still on Alistair’s palm. She hadn’t pulled away. Hadn’t retreated to safe distance despite the impropriety. “The dual anchoring creates measurable interference with ancestral intrusion. It’s not just emotional support. It’s actual defense.”

“Defense that requires us both to be here.” Elena’s voice carried something complicated. Not quite jealousy. Not quite acceptance. Something in between. “Both touching him. Both present. Both…”

“Committed,” Anya finished quietly. “To keeping him here. To fighting the curse. Together.”

Alistair felt the moment stretch. Felt both women processing implications. Felt the weight of what they were agreeing to without saying it directly.

This wasn’t just political alliance anymore. Not just desperate strategy. This was something stranger. Something that didn’t fit the categories they’d built their lives around.

“I don’t know what this makes us,” Elena admitted. Her thumb traced his cheekbone. “Wife and scholar and cursed lord. Not quite rivals. Not quite friends. Something without a name.”

“Family,” Alistair said weakly. “Whatever that means now.”

“Family.” Anya tested the word like something foreign. “I’ve never had that. Didn’t want it. Thought I wanted power and knowledge and advancement.” Her fingers pressed harder against his palm. “Turns out I’m an idiot.”

Elena looked at her across Alistair’s body. Their eyes met in moonlight. Something passing between them. Evaluation. Calculation. Then something softer.

“You’re learning,” Elena said. Not quite warmth, but not hostility either. “Slowly. Badly. But learning.”

“Thank you?” Anya’s mouth twisted. “I think?”

“You saved him tonight.” Elena’s voice went serious. “I couldn’t do it alone. Tried. Failed. But with you… together we brought him back.”

She paused. Drew breath.

“Thank you.”

The words were simple. But they carried weight. Acknowledgment. Acceptance. The first real bridge between wife and scholar, built on shared desperation and successful rescue.

Anya stared at her. Something cracking in her carefully maintained composure. The unfamiliar feeling of being thanked instead of used. Of being wanted for help instead of knowledge.

“We’ll need to practice this,” she said finally. Clinical language as armor. “The dual anchoring. Figure out optimal positioning. Voice patterns that work best. Physical touch locations. Make it systematic.”

“You want to systematize how we save my husband from nightmares.”

“I want to make sure it works next time.” Anya’s voice went sharp. Defensive. “This was improvisation. We got lucky. Next time we should have protocol.”

“Protocol.” Elena’s mouth curved. Not quite a smile. “For three people in a bed fighting ancient ghosts.”

“Yes.”

“You’re very strange.”

“I’m a scholar. Strange is part of the job description.”

Alistair lay between them, listening to them talk across his body. About him. About saving him. About making this desperate alliance into something systematic and repeatable.

About staying.

“Whatever helps,” he said quietly. “Whatever keeps me here. Whatever stops…” He couldn’t finish. Couldn’t describe the horror of Rowaan’s memories. The burning city. The satisfaction of atrocity. “Whatever stops that.”

“Whatever helps,” Elena agreed. Her hand slid from his face to find his other hand. The one without the spiral scar. She laced her fingers through his. Held on.

Anya hadn’t released his scarred palm. Kept her fingers pressed against the spiral. Creating the connection. Maintaining the interference.

“We stay,” Anya said simply. “Both of us. Tonight and other nights. However many it takes.”

“People will talk,” Elena observed.

“People already talk. We’re living in a castle with a cursed lord who screams at night. Social convention is not our primary concern.”

“The scandal…”

“Fuck the scandal.” Anya’s voice went hard. “He’s dying. The curse is winning. Every day there’s less of him and more of them. If dual anchoring gives us a weapon, we use it. Everything else is secondary.”

Elena stared at her. Then laughed. Genuine surprise in the sound.

“You really have changed.”

“I’m changing. Present tense. Still in progress.” Anya looked at their hands. Three points of connection. “Ask me again in thirty days if it stuck.”

Thirty days. The deadline. The promise Alistair had made to the council. Prove yourself or step aside. Thirty days to master what couldn’t be mastered.

Thirty days with dual anchoring. With both of them. Fighting together.

“Then we practice,” Elena said. “Every night. Both of us. Until we know it works. Until it’s second nature.”

“Agreed.”

They didn’t leave.

Both of them. Elena on his left, still holding his unscared hand. Anya on his right, fingers still pressed against the spiral mark. Two anchors. Two very different women. United by desperate necessity and something that was slowly becoming genuine alliance.

Alistair’s eyes drifted closed. Exhaustion pulling at him. But different now. Not the terrifying pull toward darkness and ancestral memory. Just normal human exhaustion. The kind that came after surviving something that should have destroyed you.

His breathing evened. Deepened. Sleep approaching.

“We should move him,” Elena whispered. “Clean the wounds. Change the sheets.”

“Later,” Anya replied. “He’s finally peaceful. Let him rest.”

“The blood…”

“Can wait. He needs this more.”

Elena didn’t argue. Just held his hand. Kept the connection.

Alistair slept.

And for the first time since the ritual, the sleep was almost peaceful. No burning cities. No ancestral memories. No Rowaan dragging him through atrocities committed before his bloodline began.

Just darkness. Clean. Empty. His own. In the depths of his consciousness, Rowaan observed. The interference effect was stronger now. The dual anchoring creating barriers that even the First Lord found difficult to penetrate. The women’s presence dampening access to the vessel’s mind. Inconvenient. But not… problematic. THEY THINK… FOUND A WEAPON, Rowaan’s thought came slowly. FRACTURED AT THE EDGES. A WAY TO FIGHT. THEY WILL… BIND THEMSELVES. DEEPER. Ancient patience stirred. Something vast and patient, moving through concept rather than language. Twenty generations had passed. Twenty vessels had resisted. The pattern was known. Familiar. THEY BELIEVE, the First Lord thought. HOPE. THEY ALWAYS… HOPE. The stronger the bond… The deeper the love… ANCHOR HIM, Rowaan decided. LET THEM… PROTECT. BELIEVE THEY ARE… WINNING. Somewhere above, in the waking world, Alistair slept between two women who would die to save him. THE TAKING… SWEETER. Rowaan settled into the darkness. Patient. Already waiting at the cellular level, in the architecture of transformed flesh, where love could not follow and anchors could not reach.### CHAPTER 13: THE COLD APPRAISAL ### ACT 1: CORWIN’S NIGHTMARE

For three days, Alistair had dared to hope.

Three mornings waking with Elena and Anya beside him, their presence keeping the voices manageable. Three breakfasts where he’d almost felt like himself. Three nights where sleep came without terror, where Rowaan’s memories stayed buried, where dual anchoring proved it could work.

Three days of believing he might actually have a weapon.

The smell of warm bread reached him before he reached the family dining room. Alistair paused in the corridor, letting the scent wash over him. Yeast and honey. Butter melting into something fresh from the ovens. His stomach clenched with hunger he hadn’t felt in days, and for a moment, just a moment, he was simply a man walking toward breakfast. DOMESTICITY, Lysander observed. HOW QUAINT. The voice was distant this morning. Muffled, like sound through water. The dual anchoring sessions with Elena and Anya were working. Three nights of sleeping in the same room, three mornings of waking with the voices reduced to whispers instead of screams. Not silence. Never silence. But manageable. He could do this. He could sit with his family. He could be present. TOUCHING, Lysander continued. THE CURSED LORD PLAYS AT NORMALCY. Alistair ignored him and pushed open the door. The family dining room was smaller than the great hall, meant for intimate meals rather than formal occasions. A fire crackled in the hearth, fighting back the Winterdeep cold that seeped through Castle Vale’s ancient stones. Morning light struggled through frost-rimed windows, casting weak patterns across the oak table where his family waited. Elena sat to the right of his chair, already eating. She looked up as he entered, and something flickered across her face. Assessment. Calculation. Then a small smile, carefully constructed but not entirely false. She organized this, he realized. She’d sent the servants, arranged the timing, made sure everyone would be here together. Elena, who managed everything. Elena, who was fighting for normalcy even as normalcy crumbled around them. “Papa!” Corwin’s voice hit him like sunlight. His son scrambled up from his chair, nearly knocking over a cup of watered wine in his excitement. Five years old and vibrating with energy, dark hair sticking up at odd angles, breakfast crumbs already decorating his tunic. “Careful,” Elena said, but she was smiling. A real smile, not the constructed one she’d given Alistair. Corwin ignored her, rushing around the table to grab Alistair’s hand. Small fingers wrapped around his, and the warmth of them, the simple humanity of a child’s touch, made something crack in his chest. “Papa, you have to hear about the cats. The stable cats. There’s a new one and she’s orange and Marta says she’s going to have babies and I want to name one, can I name one? Can I keep it in my room?” The words tumbled out in a breathless rush. Alistair let himself be pulled to his seat, let his son’s excitement wash over him like a balm. WEAKNESS, Torvin growled from somewhere deep. CHILDREN SHOULD BE SEEN AND NOT HEARD. LET HIM HAVE THIS, Cassius countered. THE BOY’S JOY IS GOOD FOR THE VESSEL. Alistair settled into his chair. Across the table, Anya watched with those measuring scholar’s eyes. She sat apart from the family unit, observer rather than participant, but her presence was deliberate. Another anchor. Another tether to the present. “Tell me about the cats,” Alistair said, and his voice came out almost normal. Almost his own. Corwin needed no further encouragement. He launched into an elaborate tale involving the orange cat (her name was Marmalade, apparently, though who had named her remained unclear), three mice, a very angry rooster, and some incident with a milk pail that seemed to defy the laws of nature. Alistair ate while his son talked. The bread was good. Warm and soft, spread thick with butter that had been salted in the Vale tradition. He tasted it properly for the first time in weeks. Tasted the honey drizzled over fresh cheese. Tasted the sharp bite of preserved plums, their sweetness cutting through the richness. His body was starving. He’d been eating, technically, but not tasting. Not present. The food had been fuel, nothing more. Now, with his son’s voice filling the room and his wife’s careful attention warming him from across the table, he remembered that eating could be pleasure. “And then Marmalade climbed ALL the way up the hay and Rodger said she’d never get down but she did, she jumped, and she landed on the rooster and he made the FUNNIEST noise…” Corwin demonstrated the noise. It was, admittedly, funny. Alistair laughed. The sound surprised him. Surprised everyone, judging by the quick glances exchanged between Elena and Anya. HOW LONG SINCE YOU LAUGHED? Cassius asked, and there was something almost gentle in it. HOW LONG SINCE YOU WERE JUST A FATHER? Too long. The answer rose unbidden. Too long. Elena reached across the table and touched his hand. Brief. Light. But intentional. “More bread?” she asked. “Please.” She passed him the basket, and their fingers brushed, and for a moment the world was small and warm and safe. A family having breakfast. A father listening to his son. A wife caring for her husband. The voices were whispers. Background noise. Ignorable. Corwin was still talking. Something about the stable master’s daughter and a dare and why exactly Corwin had ended up covered in feathers yesterday, which apparently connected to the cat situation in ways Alistair couldn’t quite follow. “…and she said I couldn’t climb as high as her but I DID, I climbed HIGHER, and then…” Alistair watched his son’s face. The animation. The pure, uncomplicated joy of being five years old and having stories to tell. Corwin’s hands moved as he talked, gesturing wildly, nearly knocking over his cup again. Elena caught it without looking. Muscle memory. She’d been catching Corwin’s spills for years. This, Alistair thought. This is what I’m fighting for. This moment. This family. This warmth in a frozen world. SENTIMENT, Lysander sneered. BUT ENJOY IT WHILE IT LASTS. The warning should have registered. Should have triggered some defensive response. But Alistair was warm and fed and watching his son laugh, and the voices were quiet, and for a few precious minutes he forgot that he was possessed by twenty generations of the dead. “…and that’s why Marmalade is the BEST cat and I should definitely be allowed to keep one of her babies, don’t you think, Papa? Papa? Are you listening?” “I’m listening,” Alistair said. “You climbed higher than the stable master’s daughter, and somehow this involved feathers.” Corwin beamed. “You WERE listening!” “Always.” The word came out hoarse. Heavier than it should have been. Elena’s eyes flickered to him, reading the emotion beneath, but she said nothing. “I think,” Anya said, speaking for the first time, “that your father needs more tea. Corwin, would you pour?” A distraction. A gift. Corwin loved being given tasks, loved feeling important and useful. “I can do it!” He grabbed the teapot with both hands, tongue poking out in concentration. “Marta showed me how. You have to pour slow or it spills.” He did pour slowly. Agonizingly slowly. The tea was probably cold by the time it reached Alistair’s cup, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was Corwin’s proud smile. What mattered was the way Elena relaxed slightly, tension bleeding from her shoulders. What mattered was the warmth spreading through Alistair’s chest that had nothing to do with tea. “Perfect,” he said. “Thank you.” Corwin glowed. “Now,” the boy said, settling back into his chair with an air of someone about to deliver very important information, “let me tell you about what happened AFTER the feathers…” The story continued. Alistair sipped his lukewarm tea and let his son’s voice wash over him and thought, maybe. Maybe this can work. Maybe the anchoring is enough. Maybe I can have this. MAYBE, Cassius agreed hopefully. FOOLISH, Torvin growled. But even Torvin was quiet. Even Lysander had subsided to occasional muttered observations. The family breakfast was working exactly as Elena had planned. And then it wasn’t. There was no warning. No trigger Alistair could identify. No surge of anger, no flash of memory, no external threat that might have justified what happened next. One moment he was reaching for more bread, listening to Corwin explain something about chicken feathers and revenge. The next moment, Torvin took the wheel. It happened so fast Alistair didn’t even feel the transition. One heartbeat he was present, content, almost happy. The next heartbeat he was shoved into the back of his own skull, watching through eyes that were no longer his to control. His hand slammed down on the table. The impact rattled dishes. Elena’s cup tipped, spilling watered wine across the wood. Anya’s hand froze halfway to her mouth. And Corwin stopped talking. “THE BOY TALKS TOO MUCH.” The voice that came from Alistair’s throat was not his own. Deeper. Rougher. Hungry in a way that had nothing to do with breakfast. “DISCIPLINE HIM.” No. No no no no no… Alistair fought. Clawed at the walls of his own mind. Threw himself against Torvin’s presence with everything he had. But it was like trying to move a mountain with his bare hands. The grandfather’s grip was iron, and Alistair’s resistance meant nothing. Corwin’s face went white. Not just pale. White. The color of snow, of bone, of absolute terror. His eyes, which moments ago had sparkled with joy, went huge and dark and fixed on his father’s face. On the face that was no longer his father’s. “Papa?” The word came out small. Broken. A child’s voice stripped of everything except fear. NO. Alistair screamed it inside his own head. NOT HIM. NOT MY SON. GIVE ME BACK CONTROL. GIVE IT BACK NOW. Torvin laughed. The sound rolled through Alistair’s chest, used his lungs, shaped itself with his tongue and teeth. “PAPA ISN’T HERE, BOY. PAPA IS WEAK. PAPA LETS A CHILD PRATTLE WHEN HE SHOULD BE LEARNING SILENCE.” Corwin scrambled backward. His chair scraped against stone, tipped, crashed to the floor. He didn’t seem to notice. His eyes never left Alistair’s face. Never left the thing wearing his father’s face. “I’m sorry,” Corwin whispered. “I’m sorry, I’ll be quiet, I’m sorry…” The words shattered something in Alistair. His five-year-old son, apologizing for existing. For having joy. For being a child. He threw everything he had into the fight. Every ounce of will. Every scrap of identity he still possessed. GET OUT. THIS IS MY BODY. MY SON. GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT… For a moment, just a moment, he felt Torvin’s grip slip. “Corwin…” His own voice. Broken, desperate, but his. “Corwin, I…” The boy ran. He didn’t wait to hear whatever his father might say. Didn’t wait to see if the monster was gone. He bolted from the room like something hunted, knocking into the doorframe in his panic, and his screams echoed through the corridor. High. Terrified. The sound of a child’s world breaking. Elena was already moving. She’d risen the moment Alistair’s hand hit the table, reading the situation faster than anyone. But she didn’t run after Corwin immediately. Instead, she caught Marta’s eye across the room. The handmaid stood frozen near the serving board. Elena made a gesture. Small. Controlled. A signal, pre-arranged. Marta nodded and slipped out the side door. And now Elena looked at her husband with eyes that held no shock at all. Only grief. Only exhaustion. Only the terrible weight of confirmation. “Alistair.” Her voice was steady. “Are you back?” He was shaking. His whole body trembling like a leaf in a storm. The seat of his own mind felt bruised, battered, like he’d been in a physical fight. “I’m… yes. I’m here. I didn’t… I couldn’t…” THE BOY NEEDED TO LEARN, Torvin growled. YOU CODDLE HIM. SHUT UP. Cassius, furious. SHUT UP, YOU MONSTER. HE’S A CHILD. A CHILD WHO WILL INHERIT THE CURSE. BETTER HE LEARNS FEAR NOW THAN LATER. Alistair gripped the edge of the table. The wood grain pressed into his fingers, each line impossibly distinct. Anchor point. Physical reality. He was here. He was himself. He was the man who had just terrified his own son. “That wasn’t me,” he said. The words sounded hollow. Pathetic. “Elena, that wasn’t…” “I know.” She hadn’t moved to comfort him. Hadn’t reached out. Her distance was deliberate, protective… but protective of whom? “It’s getting worse. The bleed-through is happening without invitation.” “I didn’t call him. Didn’t need him. He just…” “Took. Yes.” Anya set down her spoon. Her face had gone carefully blank, the scholar’s mask she wore when processing information too disturbing for normal reaction. “How long?” she asked. “How long did he have control?” “Seconds. Maybe… maybe ten seconds.” “It felt longer?” “It felt like hours.” Elena finally moved. Not toward Alistair, but around the table toward Anya. The two women exchanged a look that held entire conversations. “The surge window,” Anya said. “Days forty to fifty. Celdric documented it in his journals. Physical proximity to blood relations becomes unpredictable during this period.” “You knew this might happen?” “I knew it was possible. The research suggested…” “You KNEW.” Elena’s voice cracked. Just slightly. Just enough to show the fear beneath the composure. “I knew it was a risk. I thought the anchoring sessions might mitigate…” Anya spread her hands. “I was wrong. Or not wrong enough. We need to assess.” “Assess.” Elena’s laugh was bitter. “My son just ran screaming from his father. What’s to assess?” WEAKNESS, Lysander observed. SHE’S BREAKING. SHE’S SCARED, Cassius corrected. THERE’S A DIFFERENCE. Alistair pushed himself up from the table. His legs felt unsteady. The room seemed to tilt slightly, then right itself. “Corwin,” he said. “I need to… I have to explain…” “No.” Elena’s voice was sharp. Final. “You don’t go near him right now. Marta will handle it. Marta will tell him Papa is sick, Papa didn’t mean it, Papa loves him.” “But I should…” “You should let him calm down. Let the terror fade before you try to rebuild.” Elena’s composure was reassembling itself, piece by piece. Lady Vale taking control. “Right now, all he’ll see when he looks at you is the monster. Give him time to remember the father.” She was right. He knew she was right. But the knowledge didn’t help. Didn’t ease the image burned into his mind: Corwin’s white face, Corwin’s terrified eyes, Corwin’s small voice saying “I’m sorry” for the crime of being happy. “We need to talk,” Anya said. “All three of us. Not here. Somewhere private.” Elena nodded. “Alistair’s study. Ten minutes.” She looked at her husband, and for a moment the mask slipped, and he saw the woman beneath. Exhausted. Frightened. Fighting a war she’d never signed up for. “Can you hold yourself together for ten minutes?” “Yes.” He hoped it wasn’t a lie. Elena left to check on Corwin. Anya began gathering documents from her ever-present satchel, preparing for whatever strategic session was coming. And Alistair stood alone in the family dining room, surrounded by the wreckage of breakfast, and listened to the voices in his head argue about what had just happened. THE BOY WILL RECOVER, Torvin insisted. CHILDREN ARE RESILIENT. YOU DON’T GET TO TALK ABOUT HIM, Cassius snarled. YOU DON’T GET TO JUSTIFY WHAT YOU DID. I TAUGHT HIM A LESSON. FEAR OF AUTHORITY. IT’S NECESSARY. HE’S FIVE YEARS OLD. OLD ENOUGH TO LEARN. CHILDREN, Celdric murmured, his voice fragmenting. I HAD CHILDREN. ONCE. WHAT HAPPENED TO… I CAN’T REMEMBER… WHY CAN’T I… The argument continued. Always the argument. Team Assholes versus Team Biscuit, fighting over methods, fighting over philosophy, fighting over whether breaking the vessel served anyone’s purpose. And beneath it all, barely audible, Rowaan watched. Said nothing. Planned.### ACT 2: THE COLD APPRAISAL Alistair’s study smelled of old ink and older secrets. He stood at the window, watching frost patterns crawl across the glass while he waited. The cold seeped through the stone walls, through his clothes, through his skin. Winterdeep had Castle Vale in its grip, and the chill felt appropriate. Matched the ice forming in his chest. Behind him, the fire crackled uselessly. Servants had built it high, but the room refused to warm. Some spaces held cold the way others held memory. STOP BROODING, Lysander commanded. SELF-PITY IS UNBECOMING. Alistair said nothing. There was nothing to say. The door opened. Elena entered first, her face composed into the mask she wore for difficult negotiations. Anya followed, arms full of journals and loose papers, the scholar armed for battle. “Corwin?” Alistair asked. “With Marta. She’s telling him stories. He’s…” Elena paused, choosing words. “He stopped screaming. That’s something.” It wasn’t much. They both knew it wasn’t much. “Sit,” Anya said, gesturing toward the chairs arranged near the fire. “We need to discuss this properly. Not as a crisis, but as a strategic problem.” Strategic problem. His son’s terror, reduced to a problem requiring strategy. But Anya was right. Emotion wouldn’t help. Emotion was what had gotten them here, the foolish hope that a family breakfast might somehow work despite everything. They sat. The three of them, arranged in a rough triangle. Elena closest to the fire, seeking warmth she couldn’t seem to find. Anya with her documents spread across her lap. Alistair apart from both, aware of the distance he represented. The voices had quieted since the surge. Even Torvin seemed spent, his presence reduced to a sullen weight in the back of Alistair’s skull. But they were listening. They were always listening. “The incident this morning,” Anya began, her tone clinical, “falls within predicted parameters for the Day Forty to Fifty acceleration window.” Elena’s head snapped toward her. “Predicted parameters?” “Celdric documented it extensively.” Anya pulled a journal from her stack, opened it to a marked page. “Days forty through fifty post-ritual represent a critical threshold. The ancestral presences have had time to establish neural pathways, but the vessel’s defenses haven’t yet adapted. It’s a period of maximum instability.” “You knew this was coming.” “I knew it was possible. The research suggested increased risk of involuntary surges during this window, particularly in the presence of…” She hesitated. “Blood relations.” “Blood relations.” Elena’s voice went flat. “You mean his son.” “Family members share resonance patterns with the vessel. The ancestors recognize the bloodline. It can trigger… responses.” RESPONSES, Lysander echoed. SUCH A CLINICAL WORD FOR WHAT HAPPENED. Alistair watched his wife process the information. Watched the emotions flicker across her face before she locked them down. Anger. Fear. A desperate, grasping hope that there might be some solution hidden in Anya’s research. “What else do the journals say?” Elena asked. “About this window. About how to survive it.” Anya spread several pages across the low table between them. Diagrams. Charts. Dense blocks of handwriting in languages Alistair couldn’t read. “Previous Lords Vale employed various strategies. Lord Mallory in the fourth generation attempted complete isolation during the critical period. He locked himself in the High Tower for three weeks.” “Did it work?” “He survived the window. But the isolation accelerated other aspects of the possession. Without anchoring presences, the voices grew stronger. He emerged… diminished.” MALLORY WAS WEAK, Torvin rumbled. COULDN’T HANDLE SOLITUDE. HE WENT MAD, Cassius corrected. THE ISOLATION BROKE HIM. “Lord Celdric himself,” Anya continued, “attempted a different approach. Increased contact with family, constant anchoring, never alone. The theory was that connection would ground the vessel, prevent the surges.” “And?” Anya’s pause said everything. “His son died during Day Forty-Seven. An involuntary surge. Celdric’s hands around the boy’s throat before he even realized what was happening.” The words landed like stones in still water. Ripples of horror spreading outward. Elena’s face went pale. Not white like Corwin’s had, but gray. The color of ash. The color of understanding. “That’s why you organized the breakfast,” Alistair said quietly. “You were testing. Seeing if the anchoring would hold during high-risk contact.” Elena didn’t deny it. “I hoped… I thought if we could prove it was safe…” “It’s not safe.” Anya’s voice was gentle but firm. “The data is clear. Physical proximity to blood relations during the acceleration window represents unacceptable risk. This morning’s incident could have been much worse.” COULD HAVE KILLED HIM, Lysander observed. ONE MOMENT OF LOST CONTROL. ONE MOMENT OF TORVIN’S HUNGER. THE BOY’S NECK WOULD HAVE SNAPPED LIKE A TWIG. Alistair flinched. The image rose unbidden: his hands around Corwin’s throat. His son’s eyes bulging. The crack of small bones. “Stop,” he said aloud. “Stop.” Both women looked at him. “The voices,” he explained. “They’re… helpful. As always.” Elena’s jaw tightened. She turned back to Anya. “What are our options? Real options, not historical failures.” Anya organized her papers with methodical precision. “Option one: Complete isolation during the remaining window. Approximately five to seven more days of peak instability. Alistair removes himself entirely from family contact.” “The tower,” Elena said. “Yes. It worked for Mallory in the short term. The risk is long-term acceleration of possession symptoms.” “Option two?” “Continued anchoring with non-blood relations only. Alistair maintains contact with me, with servants, with vassals. But no exposure to Corwin. Limited exposure to you.” “Why limited?” “You carry his child’s echo. The pregnancy, even though it ended…” Anya spread her hands. “The resonance patterns persist. You’re not as dangerous as Corwin, but you’re not entirely safe either.” Elena said nothing. But something moved across her face, there and gone. The cost of hearing a private grief reduced to a data point. SHE’S RIGHT, Cassius admitted reluctantly. ELENA FEELS LIKE FAMILY. LIKE BLOOD. THE VESSELS RECOGNIZE HER. “Option three?” Elena asked. “Pharmaceutical intervention. There are compounds that dull the connection, create chemical barriers between vessel and ancestors. Celdric experimented extensively.” “And?” “The compounds made everything worse. The ancestors interpreted chemical interference as an attack. They responded… aggressively.” NO DRUGS, multiple voices agreed. THE DRUGS MAKE US ANGRY. “So our options,” Elena summarized, “are isolation that accelerates the possession, limited contact that might not be limited enough, or drugs that definitely make things worse.” “Those are the options the research supports, yes.” Silence fell. The fire crackled. Outside the window, Winterdeep howled against Castle Vale’s walls. Alistair watched his wife. Watched her process, calculate, weigh impossibilities against catastrophes. This was Elena at her most formidable. Not the woman who’d cried after Corwin ran. Not the wife who’d touched his hand at breakfast. Lady Vale. The strategist. The survivor. When she spoke, her voice was steady as stone. “Until we find a better solution, you need distance from him.” The words hung in the air. Simple. Devastating. Correct. “Elena…” “I’m not asking you to abandon him. I’m not asking you to stop being his father.” She met his eyes, and he saw the cost of what she was saying written in every line of her face. “I’m asking you to protect him. By keeping your distance. By being honest about what you’ve become.” WISE, Lysander murmured. I UNDERESTIMATED HER. SHE’S SENDING HIM AWAY, Cassius protested. FROM HIS OWN CHILD. SHE’S KEEPING THE CHILD ALIVE. THERE’S A DIFFERENCE. “How long?” Alistair asked. His voice came out hollow. “However long it takes. Until the acceleration window passes. Until we find better anchoring techniques. Until…” She stopped. Started again. “Until I can look at you and not see what almost happened this morning.” “You think I wanted that? You think I called Torvin deliberately?” “I think it doesn’t matter what you wanted. I think intention is irrelevant when the result is my son screaming in terror.” Elena’s composure cracked, just slightly. “I won’t sacrifice his childhood to this curse, Alistair. I won’t let him grow up afraid of his own father. Not when there’s something we can do about it.” “You’re asking me to choose between my son and myself.” “I’m asking you to choose your son. Even if it hurts. Even if it feels like abandonment. Even if you hate me for suggesting it.” She wasn’t wrong. That was the worst part. She wasn’t wrong, and he knew it, and the knowing felt like swallowing broken glass. “The tower,” he said. “I’ll move to the High Tower. Maintain distance during the acceleration window.” “Anya will continue the anchoring sessions. Daily visits, translation work, maintaining connection without the blood-relation risk.” “And you?” Elena’s pause lasted a heartbeat too long. “I’ll manage. Someone has to explain to the vassals why the Lord has locked himself away. Someone has to keep Brynmor from calling another fitness vote.” “Elena…” “Don’t.” Her voice sharpened. “Don’t apologize. Don’t explain. Don’t make this harder than it already is. Just… go. Set up the tower. Let me handle the rest.” The dismissal was clear. Final. Alistair stood. His legs felt distant, disconnected from his body. The walk to the door seemed to take years. At the threshold, he paused. Turned back. Elena sat rigid in her chair, staring at the fire. Anya watched him with those measuring scholar’s eyes, cataloging his reaction for some future analysis. “I love him,” Alistair said. “Corwin. I need you to know that. Whatever happens. Whatever I become. I love him.” Elena didn’t look at him. “I know.” “And you. I love…” “Go, Alistair.” He went. The door closed behind him with a sound like a coffin lid settling. Elena held herself together for three breaths. Four. Five. Then the mask crumbled. She didn’t sob. Didn’t wail. The tears came silently, streaming down her face while her expression remained frozen, caught between composure and collapse. Her hands gripped the arms of her chair hard enough to whiten her knuckles. Anya stayed in her chair. Didn’t offer comfort. Didn’t reach across the small distance between them. Simply sat and witnessed, giving Elena the dignity of being seen without being managed. Minutes passed. The fire crackled. The tears continued. Finally, Elena spoke. Her voice was thick, rough, stripped of its usual control. “You said I did the right thing.” “You did.” “Then why does it feel like betrayal?” Anya set aside her documents. Moved to the chair Alistair had vacated, closer to Elena without crowding her. “Because love and strategy make poor companions. Because protecting someone sometimes means hurting them. Because you just asked your husband to become a stranger to his own son, and no amount of logical justification makes that feel acceptable.” Elena laughed. The sound was wet, broken. “Is that supposed to help?” “It’s supposed to be true. I’ve found truth more useful than comfort, in the long term.” “The long term.” Elena wiped her face with the back of her hand. A graceless gesture, utterly unlike her usual poise. “What does the long term look like, Anya? In your research, in your journals, in all that documented history of Lords Vale and their curses? What happens to the families?” Anya was quiet for a long moment. “Most don’t survive intact,” she admitted. “Wives leave. Children are sent away. The possessed lord becomes increasingly isolated, and the isolation feeds the possession, and the cycle continues until death or madness or both.” “That’s what we’re facing.” “That’s what every Lady Vale has faced. But none of them had what you have.” “What do I have?” “Knowledge. Preparation. The journals, the research, centuries of accumulated wisdom about how the curse works.” Anya leaned forward. “And me. A scholar who’s spent ten years studying this bloodline, who knows more about the Salt Communion than anyone alive. You’re not fighting blind, Elena. You have weapons.” Elena looked at her. Really looked, perhaps for the first time. Not as a threat, not as a rival, not as a complication to be managed. As an ally. “Why do you care?” she asked. “You came here to study him. To document the possession for your research. Why does it matter to you whether we survive?” Anya’s composure flickered. Something moved beneath the scholar’s mask, something she hadn’t intended to show. “Because I’ve never been part of something before. A family. A fight worth fighting.” She shook her head. “I’ve spent my life observing. Documenting. Keeping my distance from anything that might require actual… involvement. And now I’m here, and I care about what happens to you. To him. To that terrified little boy who deserves better than what fate has handed him.” “That’s not a scholarly motivation.” “No. It’s not.” Anya smiled, and it was strange and sad and real. “I don’t know when that changed. I don’t know when I stopped being an observer and started being… whatever I am now. But I’m here. And I’m not leaving. And if there’s a way to save your husband, save your family, I’m going to help you find it.” Elena stared at her. The tears had stopped, leaving salt tracks on her cheeks. “You’ve changed,” she said. “You changed me. Both of you.” Anya spread her hands. “I didn’t know that was possible.” For a long moment, neither spoke. The fire crackled. The wind howled. Two women sat in the wreckage of a family’s hopes and found, improbably, the beginnings of alliance. Then Elena straightened. Drew a breath. Began, piece by piece, to reassemble Lady Vale from the fragments of a grieving wife. “Right,” she said. “We have work to do. Show me everything Celdric wrote about the acceleration window. If we’re going to survive this, I want to understand exactly what we’re fighting.” Anya nodded and reached for her documents. The war council continued.### ACT 3: THE HIGH TOWER The High Tower had been built for watching, not living. Alistair climbed the spiral staircase on Day Forty-Six, each step taking him further from his family, his life, his humanity. The stones were worn smooth by centuries of feet, grooved in the center where generations of Vale lords had made this same ascent. Watchers. Wardens. Prisoners. Now him. The room at the top was spare. A narrow bed pushed against the curved wall. A desk scarred by old knife marks. A single chair positioned near the window. A fireplace that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years, ash piled thick beneath the grate. Cold. Gods, the cold. Winterdeep had the tower in its teeth. The wind found every crack in the mortar, every gap in the shutters, every weakness in the ancient construction. Alistair’s breath plumed white before his face as he set down his small bundle of belongings. This was his exile. His penance. His protection of the son he’d nearly destroyed. DRAMATIC, Lysander observed. THE MARTYRED LORD IN HIS LONELY TOWER. Alistair ignored him and began building a fire. The work helped. Physical labor, requiring attention, demanding presence. He focused on the crackle of kindling, the smell of smoke, the gradual bloom of heat that did almost nothing against the pervasive chill. Small victories. Tiny anchors to the present. But the silence was wrong. Not actual silence. The wind howled constantly, a living thing throwing itself against the stones. Ravens called from somewhere below, their harsh cries carrying on the frozen air. The fire popped and hissed as moisture in the wood found heat. The silence was internal. The absence of Elena’s voice, Anya’s measured observations, even Corwin’s endless chatter. Without those external sounds, the internal ones grew louder. SO MUCH LOUDER. YOU THINK THIS HELPS? Torvin demanded. HIDING IN A TOWER LIKE A FRIGHTENED CHILD? ISOLATION IS WISE, Lysander countered. HE’S UNSTABLE. DISTANCE PROTECTS THE BLOODLINE. DISTANCE WEAKENS HIM. Cassius, worried. HE NEEDS CONNECTION. NEEDS ANCHORING. THIS WILL MAKE EVERYTHING WORSE. THE VESSEL NEEDS TO LEARN CONTROL. Torvin again. SOLITUDE TEACHES CONTROL. SOLITUDE TAUGHT MALLORY MADNESS. MALLORY WAS WEAK. MALLORY WAS ALONE FOR THREE WEEKS. HOW LONG DO YOU THINK THIS ONE WILL LAST? The argument continued. Always the argument. Alistair pressed his palms against his eyes until colors bloomed in the darkness, trying to find some quiet space inside his own skull. There was none. He’d grown accustomed to the dual anchoring. Three nights of sleeping near Elena and Anya had spoiled him, had shown him what management might look like. The voices reduced to whispers. The constant debate fading to background noise. Peace, or something close to it. Now, alone in the tower, he understood how fragile that peace had been. The fire built to a respectable blaze. Alistair pulled the single chair close, seeking warmth that seemed to evaporate before it reached his skin. The cold wasn’t just temperature. It was absence. The absence of human contact, human warmth, human connection. He was alone with twenty generations of the dead, and they were very, very loud. Day Forty-Seven. Alistair stood at the window, watching the courtyard below. He’d slept badly. Dreams he couldn’t remember but woke from gasping, clawing at sheets soaked with sweat despite the freezing air. The voices had continued through the night, arguing even as he tried to rest, their debates weaving through his unconscious mind and poisoning whatever peace sleep might have offered. Now morning light struggled through heavy clouds, casting the world in shades of gray. Snow had fallen overnight, a fresh blanket covering the courtyard stones. Beautiful, in its way. Clean. Pure. And there, in that pristine whiteness, a small figure played. Corwin. He was building something. A snow fort, perhaps, or a castle. His small hands packed snow into shapes while Marta watched from a nearby doorway, wrapped in heavy wool against the cold. Two servants’ children had joined him, their laughter carrying faintly on the wind. Alistair watched his son. Watched the way he moved, confident and graceful for a five-year-old. Watched the dark hair that matched his own, the quick gestures, the easy joy that radiated from every motion. Corwin had recovered from yesterday’s terror with the resilience of the young. Children bounced back. Children forgot. Children forgot that their fathers were monsters. HE’LL REMEMBER, Lysander said quietly. EVENTUALLY. HE’LL REMEMBER, AND HE’LL UNDERSTAND. He let Lysander’s words pass through him without answering. Just watched. Corwin threw a snowball at one of the servants’ children. Missed. Laughed at himself. Tried again. Five years old. The thought came from nowhere. Or from everywhere. Or from the deepest part of Alistair’s mind, the part that had been learning from the voices for forty-seven days. Five years old. Twenty years until he’d be ready. Ready for what? The question answered itself. The knowing rose like bile in his throat. Twenty years until Corwin could perform the Salt Communion. Twenty years to prepare him. To train him. To shape him into a suitable vessel for… No. Alistair’s hands gripped the window frame. Stone bit into his palms. No. That’s not me. That’s them. The ancestors, putting thoughts in my head, trying to make me see my son as… But the voices were quiet. That was the horror. That was the thing that turned his blood to ice more effectively than any Winterdeep wind. The voices were quiet. Lysander wasn’t mocking. Torvin wasn’t pushing. Rowaan wasn’t whispering his alien hunger. They were silent. Watching. Waiting. Because the thought hadn’t come from them. Alistair stared at his son playing in the snow, and the calculations continued despite his horror. Timeline: Corwin is five. Healthy. Strong bloodline, pure Vale lineage through both parents. Twenty years of preparation would be optimal, but the Communion could be performed earlier if circumstances required. Sixteen, perhaps. Fifteen in an emergency. Preparation: The boy would need training. Physical conditioning. Mental discipline. Exposure to the family histories, the weight of legacy, the burden of rule. He should begin learning statecraft now, actually. Five wasn’t too young. Lysander had started Alistair’s education at four. Suitability: Corwin had the temperament. Curious but not reckless. Emotional but not weak. He formed attachments readily, which could be managed. His fear response yesterday had been appropriate, healthy even. A boy who couldn’t feel fear would be useless. A boy who felt too much would break. The specifications were so clear. So logical. A breeding program’s assessment of livestock. Stop. Alistair tore himself from the window. Stumbled backward. His hip caught the desk, sending a cascade of old papers to the floor. Stop stop stop stop… He pressed his hands to his face. Pressed until it hurt. Until the pain was all he could feel. THE CURSE ISN’T POSSESSION, Lysander said softly. YOU’RE FINALLY UNDERSTANDING. IT’S INTEGRATION. I’m not… I wouldn’t… YOU WOULD. YOU ARE. YOU JUST DID. Alistair’s knees hit the stone floor. The impact jarred through his body, sharp and real and grounding. He’d calculated his son’s death. Not in those words, not explicitly, but that’s what the Salt Communion was. The ending of the previous lord to make way for the new. Every Lord Vale who performed the ritual did so over their father’s corpse, consuming the preserved heart, taking the curse into themselves. He’d been planning Corwin’s preparation for that moment. His five-year-old son. His boy who laughed at missing snowballs and wanted to name kittens and had screamed in terror at what his father had become. I was planning his possession. The tears came without warning. Hot against his frozen face. Falling to the stone floor where they would freeze into tiny monuments to his horror. I was planning it, and the thought felt NATURAL. Felt REASONABLE. Felt like something I SHOULD be considering. BECAUSE IT IS, Torvin said. THE BLOODLINE MUST CONTINUE. THE CURSE MUST PASS. YOU’RE THINKING LIKE A VALE NOW. I don’t want to think like a Vale. TOO LATE. Alistair knelt on the cold stone and wept, and the ancestors watched, and some of them were satisfied, and that was worse than any mockery they could have offered. He fought back. That was what mattered. He clung to that through the hours that followed. He’d had the thought, yes. The corruption had surfaced, yes. But he’d recognized it. Rejected it. Clawed his way back to something resembling humanity. The thought of Corwin as a vessel wasn’t gone. It lurked at the edges of his mind, ready to surface again. But Alistair had built a wall around it. Forced it down. Refused to let it take root. Small victory. Tiny anchor. He’d had to fight his own mind to protect his son from his own thoughts. What kind of father needed to do that? EVERY LORD VALE, Cassius said gently. EVERY SINGLE ONE. YOU’RE NOT SPECIAL IN YOUR HORROR. YOU’RE JUST… AWARE OF IT. That’s supposed to comfort me? AWARENESS IS POWER. YOU CAN’T FIGHT WHAT YOU DON’T SEE COMING. The afternoon passed. The light faded. Alistair sat in his chair and stared at the fire and tried not to think about anything at all. It didn’t work. Thoughts came anyway. Calculations. Assessments. The persistent whisper of legacy demanding continuation. He fought each one. Rejected each one. Built his wall higher with every intrusion. When footsteps sounded on the spiral staircase, he almost wept with relief. Anya emerged from the darkness carrying a lamp and an armful of documents. “You look terrible,” she said. “Everyone keeps telling me that.” “Because it keeps being true.” She set the lamp on the desk, illuminating the spare room with warm light. “When did you last eat?” Alistair tried to remember. Couldn’t. Anya sighed. Produced a cloth bundle from somewhere in her collection of papers. Bread, cheese, dried meat. Simple fare, but the smell of it made his stomach clench with sudden, desperate hunger. “Eat,” she said. “Then we’ll talk.” He ate. The food tasted like survival. Like connection. Like proof that someone still cared enough to climb a frozen tower with bread wrapped in cloth. Anya arranged her documents on the desk. Translations, notes, the endless work of deciphering Celdric’s journals. She didn’t watch him eat. Gave him the dignity of privacy for his desperation. When the food was gone and the worst of the hollow feeling had faded, she finally looked at him. “The isolation isn’t helping.” “No.” “The voices are louder?” “Constant. Arguing. I can barely hear myself think.” She nodded as if this confirmed something. Made a note in one of her journals. “Celdric documented similar patterns. Isolation removes external stimulation, which forces the vessel to focus internally. The ancestor presences interpret that focus as invitation.” “So by trying to protect Corwin, I’m making myself worse.” “Yes.” No softening. No comfort. Just truth. “Single anchoring helps, but not enough. You need multiple points of connection to maintain stability.” “Elena can’t come here. You said so yourself.” “Elena carries blood resonance. I don’t.” Anya met his eyes. “I can come every night. Maintain anchoring through the darkness, when the voices are strongest. It won’t solve the problem, but it might prevent complete deterioration.” “You’d do that? Climb this frozen tower every night to sit with a possessed man?” “I’m doing it now, aren’t I?” He almost laughed. The sound caught in his throat, came out as something between a cough and a sob. “Why?” he asked. “Why do you care? You came here to study me. To document the possession. To advance your research and your position. Why does it matter what happens to me?” Anya was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. The wind howled. Somewhere below, Castle Vale continued its functions, unaware that its lord was crumbling in a tower above. “I don’t know anymore,” she said finally. “That’s not an answer.” “It’s the only one I have.” She looked at her hands, spread across the documents she’d dedicated her life to understanding. “I came here with a plan. Study the possessed lord. Document the progression. Publish findings that would establish my scholarly reputation. The plan was clear. Clean. It didn’t require caring about anyone.” “And now?” “Now the plan is gone. Now I spend my days translating journals and my nights climbing towers, and I tell myself it’s for research, but…” She shook her head. “I care. About you. About Elena. About that terrified little boy who deserves a father who isn’t fighting his own mind to keep from viewing him as a breeding project.” The words hit home. She knew. Had seen it somehow, or guessed it, or simply understood the curse well enough to predict what it would do. “How did you…” “Celdric wrote about it. The vessel thoughts. Every Lord Vale experiences them eventually. The curse wants continuation. It makes you want it too.” Anya’s voice was soft. “The horror isn’t having the thought. The horror is recognizing how natural it feels.” “I fought it.” “I know.” “I rejected it. Built walls. Refused to let it take root.” “I know that too.” She reached across the space between them. Took his hand. Her fingers were cold from the climb, but the contact was warm in ways that had nothing to do with temperature. “That’s why I care. Because you’re fighting. Because you haven’t given in. Because every day you wake up and choose to resist, even knowing you’ll probably lose.” “Probably?” “The research isn’t encouraging.” A ghost of a smile. “But research has been wrong before.” Alistair looked at their joined hands. At this woman who’d come to use him and somehow become something else. Someone else. “I’ve never cared about anything before,” Anya continued. “Not really. Scholarship was passion, but passion isn’t caring. Caring requires… investment. Risk. The possibility of loss.” She squeezed his fingers. “It’s inconvenient. Caring. It complicates everything.” He did laugh then. A real laugh, broken and exhausted but genuine. “Welcome to the family,” he said. “So everyone keeps telling me.” They sat together in the firelight, the possessed lord and the scholar who’d come to study him, and outside the wind howled and the cold pressed close and the ancestors watched with varying degrees of interest. But for a moment, just a moment, the voices were quiet. Connection. Anchoring. The simple human reality of a hand held in darkness. It wasn’t a solution. Wasn’t even close to a cure. But it was something. And in the depths of Alistair’s mind, in the places where he’d built walls around unspeakable thoughts, a small flame of hope refused to die.### ACT 4: ELENA’S RESEARCH / THE VISIT The library smelled of dust and desperation. Elena sat at the long table, surrounded by documents she couldn’t read. Celdric’s journals spread before her like accusations, their dense script in languages dead for centuries, their secrets locked behind walls of scholarship she didn’t possess. But Anya possessed them. And Anya was translating. “This passage,” Anya said, her finger tracing lines of cramped handwriting. “Celdric describes the isolation protocols used by Lord Mallory. ‘The vessel withdrew to the High Tower on Day Forty-Three, believing solitude would strengthen his defenses against ancestral intrusion. By Day Fifty, the intrusions had tripled in frequency. By Day Fifty-Five, Mallory could no longer distinguish his own thoughts from theirs.’” Elena’s stomach tightened. “Tripled.” “In seven days. Isolation doesn’t protect the vessel. It accelerates deterioration.” Anya turned pages, searching. “Here. Celdric’s own notes, written after Mallory’s death. ‘The ancestors require opposition to maintain boundaries. A mind alone becomes a mind invaded. Connection is not weakness but architecture. The vessel needs walls, and walls need something to push against.’” “Connection is architecture.” Elena repeated the phrase, tasting its implications. “So by sending him away…” “You removed his walls. Left him alone with twenty voices and nothing to push against.” Anya’s tone held no judgment. Simple fact. Clinical assessment. “The anchoring sessions were working because they provided opposition. External reality for the internal chaos to push against. Without that…” “I made it worse.” “You made a reasonable decision based on incomplete information. Now you have better information.” Elena pressed her palms flat against the table. The wood was old, scarred by generations of Vale scholars. How many of them had sat here, she wondered, searching these same documents for answers that never came? “What else?” she asked. “What else did I miss?” Anya pulled another journal from the stack. This one was smaller, bound in leather so old it had cracked along the spine. “Celdric’s personal observations. Not research, just… notes to himself. He wrote this after his son’s death.” The words landed like stones. Elena remembered the story from yesterday. Celdric’s hands around his boy’s throat. The surge that came without warning. “‘I thought distance would save him,’” Anya read. “‘I thought if I stayed away, the curse could not reach through me to touch what I loved. I was wrong. The curse does not care about distance. The curse cares about isolation. My son died not because I was too close, but because I was too far. Too far to recognize the surge building. Too far to have learned the warning signs. Too far to have anyone anchoring me when the moment came.’” Elena’s breath caught. “‘If I had stayed,’” Anya continued, “‘if I had let others help me, if I had not convinced myself that solitude was strength… perhaps I would have seen it coming. Perhaps someone would have stopped me. Perhaps my boy would still be alive, and I would not be writing these words by lamplight while his mother weeps in the next room.’” Silence fell. The library held it, amplified it, turned it into something thick and suffocating. “He blamed himself,” Elena said. “He blamed the wrong strategy. There’s a difference.” Anya closed the journal carefully, reverently. “Celdric spent the rest of his life trying to understand what went wrong. These journals are his penance. His attempt to ensure no future Lord Vale made the same mistake.” “And I made it anyway.” “You didn’t have the journals. You didn’t have me.” Anya met her eyes. “Now you have both. The question is what you do with them.” Elena stood. Walked to the window. Outside, Winterdeep held Castle Vale in its grip. Snow continued to fall, soft and relentless, burying the world in white. Somewhere in that white world, her husband sat alone in a tower, and every hour of solitude was making him worse. “I thought I was protecting Corwin,” she said. “I thought if Alistair was far enough away, the curse couldn’t reach our son through him.” “A reasonable assumption.” “A wrong assumption.” Elena turned back to face Anya. “The surge at breakfast… it wasn’t because Alistair was too close. It was because the anchoring had been working, and for one moment, he let his guard down. Believed he was safe. The curse punished him for hope.” “That’s one interpretation.” “What’s yours?” Anya considered. Organized her thoughts with the same precision she applied to ancient texts. “The curse is opportunistic. It waits for moments of vulnerability. The breakfast was vulnerable because it was happy. Alistair wasn’t vigilant because he was content. If he’d been maintained at a steady level of managed connection, neither too isolated nor too exposed, the surge might never have occurred.” “Managed connection.” “Anchoring that doesn’t fluctuate. Consistent presence. Predictable support.” Anya spread her hands. “What we were building before you sent him away.” The accusation was gentle but unmistakable. Elena absorbed it. Let it settle into the place where her guilt already lived. She’d panicked. After Corwin’s screams, after seeing terror on her son’s face, she’d made a strategic decision based on fear rather than evidence. Lady Vale, who prided herself on rational calculation, had let emotion drive her choices. And her husband was paying the price. “I have to go to him,” she said. “Yes.” “Now. Today. Before another night of isolation makes things worse.” “The research supports that conclusion.” Elena was already moving. Gathering her cloak, her gloves, the practical armor against Winterdeep’s cold. But she paused at the door. “Anya.” “Yes?” “Thank you. For showing me this. For…” She struggled for words. “For being honest when comfort would have been easier.” Anya’s smile was small but real. “Comfort is a temporary kindness. Truth is a permanent one. I’ve spent my life choosing truth.” “Even when it hurts?” “Especially then.” Elena nodded. Filed the moment away. Another piece of understanding about this strange woman who’d come to study a curse and ended up caring about the people caught in it. Then she left the library and began the long walk to the High Tower. The stairs seemed endless. Elena climbed through cold that deepened with every step, her breath pluming white in the dim light of the stairwell. The tower had no torches, no warming fires in the passages. Just stone and darkness and the constant moan of wind through ancient cracks. She’d been here before. Years ago, when she and Alistair had first married, he’d brought her up to see the view. They’d stood at the window together, looking out over Vale lands that would be hers to help manage, and he’d told her about the tower’s history. A watching place. A prison. A refuge for lords who needed to be alone with their thoughts. He hadn’t mentioned the curse then. Hadn’t explained what those lords were really watching for, or what they were really imprisoned by, or what thoughts they were really alone with. Now she knew. Now she was climbing to rescue her husband from the weight of twenty generations, and she wasn’t sure she’d reach him in time. The door at the top was closed. Elena paused outside it, hand raised to knock, and through the wood she heard… Nothing. No voices. No movement. No sound at all except the endless wind. Fear spiked through her. She shoved the door open. Alistair sat in a chair by the window, motionless as carved stone. He didn’t turn when she entered. Didn’t acknowledge her presence. Just stared at the frost patterns on the glass as if they held answers she couldn’t see. “Alistair.” No response. She crossed the room. Knelt beside his chair. Took his face in her hands and turned it toward her. He looked… wrong. Not just exhausted, though exhaustion was carved into every line of his features. Wrong in deeper ways. His face seemed to shift as she watched, his cheekbones sharper than they should be, his jaw slightly too pronounced. The scars that mapped his skin had multiplied since she’d last seen him. She counted quickly, automatically. Twenty-three. Four new ones in two days. And his eyes. His eyes were his, but there were shadows behind them. Figures moving in depths that shouldn’t exist. She could almost see them, the ancestors, pressing against the windows of his soul. “Alistair,” she said again. “Look at me.” Something flickered. The shadows retreated, just slightly. His gaze focused, found her face, and the relief that flooded his expression nearly broke her. “Elena?” His voice was rough, unused. “You’re… you’re here?” “I’m here.” “You shouldn’t be. The risk. The blood resonance. I could…” “You won’t.” She kept her hands on his face. Kept her eyes locked with his. Anchor. Connection. The walls he needed to push against. “I’m not leaving.” “You have to. For Corwin. For…” “This isn’t working.” The words stopped him. He stared at her, confusion slowly giving way to something like hope. “What?” “The isolation. The distance. It isn’t working.” Elena released his face but took his hands instead. Cold. So cold, as if the fire burning three feet away couldn’t reach him. “Anya showed me the research. Celdric’s journals. Everything we thought about protecting you was wrong.” “Elena…” “Solitude doesn’t strengthen your defenses. It destroys them. The ancestors need opposition to maintain boundaries. Without anchoring, without connection, you’re just… alone with them. And they’re winning.” She squeezed his hands. “I can see it, Alistair. Two days. Two days and you’re already fading.” He looked down at their joined hands. At the scars crossing his fingers, his wrists, his forearms. The map of his possession, growing more detailed by the hour. She watched him struggle. Watched something move behind his eyes, some internal battle she couldn’t see. His jaw tightened. His grip on her hands flexed, then steadied. “The voices are constant now,” he said finally. “I can’t… I can barely find silence anymore. Even when I sleep, they’re there. Arguing. Demanding. Showing me things I don’t want to see.” “What kind of things?” The pause lasted a heartbeat too long. “Memories,” he said. “Their memories. Battles. Betrayals. The weight of twenty generations of violence and ambition.” He looked up at her, and his eyes were wet. “I’m losing myself, Elena. Piece by piece. I can feel the edges blurring.” It wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. But Elena could sense the shape of something unsaid. Some horror he was holding back, protecting her from. She chose not to push. Chose to let him keep whatever secret he needed to keep, for now. “Then let me help you find yourself again,” she said. “Let me be your anchor. Your wall. The thing you push against when the voices get too loud.” “I don’t deserve…” “This isn’t about deserving.” Elena shifted closer. “I didn’t choose this, Alistair. I didn’t choose to love you. I married you for position. For security. For the alliance between our families and the future it would provide. I told myself I would be a good wife, a good Lady Vale, but I never expected to… to actually…” “Elena…” “It happened anyway.” The tears came now, burning hot against her frozen cheeks. “I don’t know when. I don’t know how. But somewhere between the wedding and the curse and watching you fight every day to stay yourself, I fell in love with you. And now I can’t choose to stop. Even when it would be easier. Even when it hurts. Even when I sent you away and told myself it was strategy because I couldn’t admit I was just afraid.” “Afraid of what?” “Of losing you. Of watching you disappear piece by piece and not being able to stop it. Of loving someone who’s being erased by something I can’t fight.” She was crying openly now, composure shattered, Lady Vale nowhere to be found. “I sent you away because I couldn’t bear to watch. And then I spent two days in the library with Anya, learning how wrong I was, and I couldn’t stay away another minute.” Alistair’s hands released hers. Rose to her face. Cupped her cheeks with palms that were scarred and cold and trembling. “I love you,” he said. “I should have said it more. Should have said it every day since this started. But I was so focused on fighting, on surviving, on not being a burden that I forgot to tell you the thing that actually matters.” “You’re not a burden.” “I am. But you’re carrying me anyway. You and Anya. You’re carrying me, and I don’t deserve it, but I’m grateful. So grateful.” Elena kissed him. It wasn’t planned. Wasn’t calculated. Just necessity, just the overwhelming need to close the distance between them, to prove with her body what her words couldn’t adequately express. His lips were cold. Then warm. Then desperate, meeting hers with an intensity that said everything about how much he’d needed this. How much he’d been starving for it. The voices went silent. She felt it happen through him. Felt the tension drain from his shoulders, felt the constant vibration of internal warfare suddenly still. The connection was doing something. The proximity, the intimacy, the anchor of another soul pressed against his. For this moment, they were alone. Just them. Just a husband and wife in a frozen tower, holding each other against the dark. When they finally broke apart, Alistair was crying too. “The voices,” he whispered. “They’re quiet.” “I know.” “How did you…” “Connection is architecture.” She smiled through her tears. “The vessel needs walls. I’m your wall, Alistair. I should have been here building it instead of running away.” He pulled her close. Held her against his chest. His heartbeat was steady, human, real. “Come down,” she said into his shoulder. “Come back to our chambers. We’ll figure out how to manage this. Together. All three of us.” “What about Corwin?” “We’ll be careful. We’ll watch for warning signs. We’ll have Anya present during any contact, and we’ll establish protocols, and we’ll do everything Celdric learned to do too late.” She pulled back to look at him. “I won’t let fear steal our family, Alistair. Not when there’s a better way.” “Whatever it takes?” “Whatever it takes.” She kissed him again. Softer this time. A promise instead of a desperation. And beneath the silence, so quiet that Elena couldn’t hear it but Alistair could, Rowaan’s presence stirred. YES. CLOSER. ALMOST… IN PLACE. Alistair heard. Understood. Recognized the trap for what it might be. And chose hope anyway.### ACT 5: REUNIFICATION They descended together as the light began to fail. The spiral staircase seemed shorter going down, though Elena suspected that was simply the difference between climbing toward dread and walking toward hope. Alistair moved carefully, one hand on the wall, his legs unsteady after two days of near-motionless isolation. She stayed close. Ready to catch him if he stumbled. He didn’t stumble. But he leaned into her presence like a man leaning into firelight after too long in the cold. “Anya will meet us in the family chambers,” Elena said. “She’s been preparing. Fresh linens, a proper fire. Food that isn’t stale bread and hard cheese.” “She knew you’d bring me back.” “She knew I’d try.” Elena glanced at him. “She also knew the research would convince me. Anya understands how I think. It’s somewhat unsettling.” The ghost of a smile crossed Alistair’s face. The first she’d seen since the breakfast. “She understands how everyone thinks. It’s her gift. And her curse.” They reached the bottom of the stairs. The main castle opened before them, warm and bright after the tower’s frozen darkness. Servants moved in the corridors, pausing to bow as their lord passed. Elena watched their faces. Saw the poorly hidden shock at Alistair’s appearance, the quick glances exchanged when they thought no one was looking. The whispers would start soon, if they hadn’t already. The lord emerged from the tower. The lord looks wrong. The lord is changing. Let them whisper. Let them wonder. Elena had more important things to manage than gossip. They walked in silence through familiar halls. Past the great hall where Alistair had first shown signs of the curse. Past the solar where they’d held countless strategy sessions. Past the corridor that led to Corwin’s nursery, where Elena felt Alistair’s steps falter. “Not yet,” she said quietly. “Tomorrow. When you’ve rested. When we have protocols in place.” He nodded. But his eyes lingered on that corridor, and Elena saw something move behind them. Something she couldn’t read. “What is it?” The question came out before she could stop it. That shadow in his gaze, that weight he was carrying, it pressed against her awareness like a splinter she couldn’t quite locate. Alistair was quiet for a long moment. They kept walking, their footsteps echoing off stone walls, and Elena watched him wage some internal war she couldn’t see. “The isolation,” he said finally. “It did things to my thinking. Showed me… possibilities I don’t want to consider. Futures I refuse to accept.” “What kind of futures?” Another pause. Longer this time. “Dark ones.” His voice was rough. “The curse wants me to see the world the way they see it. Twenty generations of Lords Vale, all of them calculating, planning, treating people as pieces on a board. The isolation made those thoughts louder. Made them feel… reasonable.” Elena stopped walking. Turned to face him. “Alistair. What did you think about?” He met her eyes. And she saw it, the moment of decision. The choice being made behind his gaze, invisible but absolute. “Nothing I would ever act on,” he said. “Nothing I would ever allow. Just… whispers. Suggestions. The curse testing my boundaries, looking for weaknesses.” He took her hands. Squeezed them. “I fought it, Elena. I’m still fighting it. That’s what matters.” It wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. Every word was true. But it wasn’t the whole truth, either. Elena could feel the shape of what he wasn’t saying, the weight of whatever horror he was protecting her from. Part of her wanted to push. Wanted to demand the full accounting, the complete confession. But she looked at his face, at the exhaustion carved into every line, at the desperate hope flickering in eyes that had seen too much darkness. And she chose to let him keep his secret. For now. “Come on,” she said. “Anya’s waiting.” They walked the rest of the way in silence. And if Alistair’s grip on her hand was tighter than necessary, if his shoulders carried a weight that had nothing to do with physical exhaustion, Elena pretended not to notice. Some truths could wait. Some confessions needed time. Some secrets, she suspected, would destroy them both if spoken too soon. The family chambers had been transformed. Anya had been thorough. Fresh rushes on the floor, scented with dried lavender. A fire built high and hot, filling the room with warmth that pushed back against Winterdeep’s endless cold. The massive bed had been made with quilts Elena didn’t recognize, heavier than their usual linens, clearly borrowed from storage for maximum warmth. Three chairs had been arranged near the hearth. Three cups of mulled wine steamed on the side table. Three. “You’ve made assumptions,” Elena observed. Anya looked up from the document she was reading. “I’ve made preparations. There’s a difference.” She set the papers aside and rose to meet them. “You look terrible, my lord.” “So everyone keeps telling me.” “Because it keeps being true. Sit. Eat. The servants brought food an hour ago, and you need sustenance more than strategy.” It wasn’t a suggestion. Elena watched with something like amusement as Anya essentially herded Alistair to a chair, pressed a cup of wine into his hands, and began arranging plates of food within easy reach. The scholar had shed her academic distance entirely. What remained was something more practical. More maternal, almost. “Or do you just need reassurance,” Anya said, without looking up from her arranging, “that I’m not going to betray you? That this strange arrangement we’ve built isn’t going to collapse the moment it becomes inconvenient for me?” Elena considered. “Perhaps.” “Then let me be clear.” Anya straightened. Faced both of them, Elena standing, Alistair slumped in his chair. “I came here with plans. Ambitions. A decade of scholarship that demanded access to a possessed lord, regardless of the cost to that lord or his family. Those plans are gone. Burned. I couldn’t resurrect them now if I tried.” “What replaced them?” “I don’t know yet.” Anya’s honesty was almost aggressive. “Investment. Concern. Something that might be loyalty, though I have limited experience with the concept. I care what happens to both of you. I care what happens to that little boy sleeping in the nursery who deserves better than the hand fate has dealt him.” She spread her hands. “Is that reassurance enough?” Elena looked at her for a long moment. Then crossed the room and embraced her. Anya went rigid with surprise. Then, slowly, her arms came up to return the gesture. “That’s reassurance enough,” Elena said. When they separated, Anya’s composure had cracked slightly. Something vulnerable showed through, quickly hidden but not quickly enough. “Well,” Anya said, her voice not quite steady. “That was unexpected.” “Get used to it. You’re family now.” “So everyone keeps telling me.” Alistair laughed. The sound was weak, exhausted, but real. “I said the same thing. In the tower. When she confessed to caring.” “Did you embrace her too?” “I held her hand. Less dramatic.” “I’ll adjust my expectations accordingly.” The tension broke. Something shifted in the room, some final barrier dissolving. They were three people bound together by circumstance and curse and something that might be love. Not the love of romance, not entirely. Something stranger. Something new. A family built from desperation. They ate together. Talked about small things, inconsequential things, letting the weight of the past few days fade into background noise. Elena watched Alistair slowly return to himself, watched the color creep back into his face, watched his voice grow stronger with every passing hour. The anchoring was working. Even now, even just sitting together, the connection was doing what isolation couldn’t. Providing walls. Opposition. The architecture of sanity. When the fire burned low and exhaustion finally claimed them, they didn’t separate to different rooms. The bed was large enough. Barely. Elena took one side, Anya the other, Alistair in the middle. Not sexual. Not romantic. Just… presence. Three bodies in one space, three anchors holding one soul to the present. “This is strange,” Alistair murmured in the darkness. “This is survival,” Elena corrected. “This is unprecedented,” Anya added. “No Lord Vale has ever had this kind of support structure. We’re writing new rules.” “Are we sure they’re good rules?” “We’re sure they’re better than dying alone in a tower.” Alistair was quiet for a moment. Then: “I’ll take it.” Elena found his hand under the quilts. Squeezed it. On his other side, Anya did the same. Connected. Anchored. Held. The voices faded to whispers, then to silence. For the first time in weeks, true silence. The absence of twenty generations, the blessed emptiness of a mind containing only itself. Alistair slept. And for once, he didn’t dream of blood. Dawn came gray and cold, Winterdeep light struggling through frost-covered windows. Alistair woke slowly. Awareness returning in layers. Warmth first: the quilts, the fire’s dying embers, the heat of two bodies pressed close on either side. Then sound: soft breathing, the creak of old wood, wind against stone. Then sensation: Elena’s hand still holding his, Anya’s shoulder against his arm. Then memory. The breakfast. Torvin’s surge. Corwin’s screaming. The tower. The isolation. The thoughts he’d had about his son, the calculations that had come from his own corrupted mind. Elena’s confession. The kiss. The descent. All of it returned, settling into place like pieces of a puzzle he was still learning to solve. But beneath the memories, beneath the weight of the past five days, something else stirred. He felt like himself. Not entirely. Not completely. The ancestors were still there, lurking in the depths, waiting for their moment. But they were quiet. Subdued. The dual anchoring had done something, had built walls thick enough to contain them, at least temporarily. For the first time in weeks, Alistair Vale woke feeling human. He lay still, not wanting to disturb the women sleeping beside him. Let the peace wash over him. Let himself believe, just for a moment, that this might be sustainable. That this strange arrangement might actually work. Hope. Dangerous, fragile hope. And then Rowaan spoke. EVERY BOND IS A LEVER. The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. Deep as bedrock, old as the castle’s stones, patient as death itself. EVERY ANCHOR IS A CHAIN. Alistair’s body went rigid. The peace shattered like thin ice. YOU THINK… THIS SAVES YOU. CONNECTION. YOU THINK… IT PROTECTS. The First Lord. The founder. The architect of the curse itself. Rowaan rarely spoke. When he did, the other ancestors fell silent. When he did, even Lysander and Torvin listened. When he did, Alistair learned to be afraid. BRING THEM CLOSER. BUILD YOUR… LITTLE FAMILY. THE ALLIANCE. YES. The words were approving. Satisfied. The tone of a chess player watching his opponent make exactly the move he’d anticipated. THE WOMEN WILL… BEAR CHILDREN. THE CHILDREN… THE BLOOD. THE BLOOD WILL CARRY US. Elena stirred beside him. Murmured something in her sleep. Settled again. YOUR SON… IN THE NURSERY. AFRAID. GOOD. FEAR IS… THE BEGINNING. HE WILL LEARN WHAT HE IS. WHAT HE IS FOR. Corwin. Gods, Corwin. TWENTY GENERATIONS… WAITED. TWENTY VESSELS… SHAPED. EACH ONE… CLOSER. Alistair wanted to scream. Wanted to claw at his own skull, tear the voice out by its roots. But Elena slept beside him, and Anya slept on his other side, and he would not wake them with his horror. THE BEST OF THEM. ALISTAIR VALE. THE MOST… RESISTANT. THE MOST STUBBORN. YOU FIGHT HARDER THAN ANY VESSEL BEFORE YOU. A pause. Heavy as stone. Patient as four hundred years. THAT IS WHY YOU WILL BREAK THE MOST BEAUTIFULLY. The voice faded. Retreated to whatever depths it usually occupied. Alistair lay frozen in the gray dawn light, his heart hammering against his ribs, his mind racing through implications he didn’t want to consider. The hope was a trap. He’d known it. Had felt it since Elena kissed him in the tower. Rowaan wanted them close. Wanted the connection, the anchoring, the family. Not because it would save Alistair, but because it would give the ancestors more leverage. More handles. More ways to break him. Everything he loved was a weapon pointed at his heart. He should tell them. Should wake Elena and Anya right now, confess everything, warn them that their salvation might be Rowaan’s victory. But what would that accomplish? They would pull away. Distance themselves. Return to the isolation that was killing him faster than any trap could. And the trap might fail. The curse wanted many things. That didn’t mean it would get them. Twenty generations of Lords Vale had fought, and some of them had found ways to resist. Some of them had protected their families despite everything. Maybe he could be one of them. Maybe hope was still worth choosing, even when hope was dangerous. Alistair looked at his wife sleeping beside him. Looked at Anya, the scholar who’d become something more. Thought of Corwin in his nursery, traumatized but alive. His family. His weakness. His reason to keep fighting. Rowaan wanted him to despair. Wanted him to see the trap and surrender to its inevitability. But Alistair was steadfast. He would choose hope. He would choose family. He would choose to fight even knowing he might lose. That was what the word meant. Not winning. Fighting. Every day. Every hour. Every moment. He closed his eyes. Found Elena’s hand again in the darkness under the quilts. And chose to believe that love might be stronger than legacy.### ACT 6: PART 1 CLOSING The solar caught the late afternoon light like a cup catching wine. Day Fifty. Alistair sat at the broad table where generations of Lords Vale had managed their domain, Elena to his right, Anya to his left. The configuration had become natural in the span of a single day. Three points of a triangle. Three anchors holding against the tide. Through the tall windows, Winterdeep’s gray sky had begun to soften. Sunset approached, painting the clouds in shades of amber and rose. Beautiful, in its way. The kind of beauty that made you forget, just for a moment, that the world was cold and dark and full of things that wanted to consume you. “The data is encouraging,” Anya said. She’d spread her documents across the table. Charts she’d constructed overnight, comparing Alistair’s symptoms before and after the tower isolation. Notes from Celdric’s journals. Observations in her precise handwriting. “Voice interference is down approximately thirty percent since we began dual anchoring.” She tapped one of her charts. “Involuntary surges have reduced from an average of three per day to less than one. Physical transformation rate remains unchanged, but it’s no longer accelerating.” “Not a cure,” Alistair said. “No. But management. Sustainable management.” Anya met his eyes. “You’re not going to get better, my lord. The curse doesn’t work that way. But with proper anchoring, with consistent support, you might be able to maintain. To function. To rule.” To rule. The word hung in the air between them. Seventeen days until Brynmor’s fitness vote. Seventeen days to prove he could still be Lord Vale, still lead his house, still protect his family from the politics that circled like wolves. “Brynmor won’t accept ‘manageable,’” Elena said. “He wants you removed. He’ll use any excuse, any sign of weakness.” “Then we don’t give him signs of weakness.” Alistair straightened in his chair. The ancestors stirred at the motion, reacting to his assertion of authority. He pushed them down. Held them quiet. “I attend council. I make decisions. I demonstrate competence.” “With us present,” Anya added. “Anchoring during high-stress situations. Reducing the risk of surges.” “The vassals will talk.” “The vassals already talk. Let them wonder about the lord’s new advisors. It’s better than wondering about the lord’s sanity.” Elena’s mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “Since when do you understand politics?” “Since I started caring about outcomes.” Anya shuffled her papers, organizing them into a neat stack. “Which brings us to the next phase.” She pulled a journal from beneath her documents. Older than the others, its leather cover cracked and worn, its pages yellowed with age. Alistair recognized it. Celdric’s personal research. The alchemist’s attempt to understand and control the curse that had destroyed his family. “The binding ritual,” Anya said. Elena tensed. Subtle, but Alistair caught it. The slight stiffening of her shoulders, the way her fingers curled against the table’s surface. “We agreed to wait,” she said. “We agreed to consider it when the time was right. The time is approaching.” Anya opened the journal to a marked page. Dense text surrounded by diagrams, symbols Alistair didn’t recognize, formulas that might have been alchemical or magical or both. “Celdric called it Ven-Morkaesh. The blood-bonding. A ritual that can redistribute ancestral weight between connected vessels.” CELDRIC, one of the voices murmured. Fragmented, confused. THE FORMULA. I REMEMBER. I ALMOST… “Redistribute,” Elena said flatly. “Meaning transfer.” “Partial transfer. The ritual doesn’t cure the curse. It splits it. Creates a second host who shares the burden.” Anya’s voice remained clinical, but something moved beneath the surface. “If performed correctly, it could reduce Alistair’s ancestral load by as much as half. Seven voices instead of fourteen. Ten instead of twenty. Enough to make genuine recovery possible.” “And the cost?” Anya was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. Outside the windows, the sunset deepened toward crimson. “I take some of the voices into myself,” she said. “Become a secondary vessel. Partial possession in exchange for his reduced load.” Silence. Alistair stared at her. This woman who’d come to study him. Who’d arrived with ambitions and agendas and a decade of scholarly distance. Who’d somehow, impossibly, become something else entirely. “You’d do that?” he asked. “Voluntarily take this curse?” “I’ve spent ten years wanting to understand it. Studying it from the outside, documenting symptoms and progressions and outcomes. Now I have a chance to understand it from inside.” Anya’s gaze was steady. “And if it helps you. If it helps this family. Then yes. I would do that.” THE TRANSLATOR IS INSANE, Torvin growled. SPLIT POWER IS WEAK POWER. SHE’S BRAVE, Cassius countered. SHE’S OFFERING HERSELF FOR THEM. SHE’S A FOOL. NO ONE VOLUNTEERS FOR THIS. THE FORMULA, Celdric said, and his voice was suddenly the clearest it had been in weeks. Present. Almost whole. IT WORKED. MY SON AND I. THE TRANSFER WAS SUCCESSFUL. WE HAD MONTHS AFTER. GOOD MONTHS. HE CARRIED SOME OF THEM AND I CARRIED THE REST AND WE WERE… WE WERE BOTH STILL OURSELVES. A fracture in the voice. A crack opening in whatever clarity had briefly surfaced. BUT THEN I SENT HIM AWAY. TO PROTECT HIM. ISOLATED HIM FROM THE ANCHORING. AND THE VOICES CAME BACK FOR ME ALL AT ONCE AND I WAS ALONE AND THE SURGE… I DIDN’T KNOW HE’D COME BACK. I DIDN’T KNOW HE WAS IN THE ROOM. I DIDN’T… The voice dissolved. Shattered into fragments again, lost in the maze of a dead man’s guilt. Elena studied Anya. Really studied her, with the calculating gaze she usually reserved for political opponents and potential threats. Looking for something. The old ambition, perhaps. The original agenda. Some sign that this offer was strategy rather than sacrifice. “You’ve changed,” she said finally. “You changed me.” Anya’s voice softened. Lost its clinical edge. “Both of you. I didn’t know that was possible. Ten years of keeping my distance from everything, everyone. Ten years of observing without investing. And then I came here, and I met you, and I…” She shook her head. “I’ve never cared about anything before. Not really. Now I care about everything. About him. About you. About that little boy who deserves better. About whatever this is we’re building.” “What is this we’re building?” “I don’t know. Something new. Something that shouldn’t work but does.” Anya spread her hands. “A family, maybe. Unconventional. Impossible. Built from desperation and curse and the simple fact that none of us can do this alone.” The word hung between them. Family. Not the family Alistair had been born into, with its weight of legacy and expectation. Not the family he’d married into, with its political calculations and strategic alliances. Something else. Something forged in crisis rather than tradition. A family that chose each other. Again and again. Despite everything. Elena was quiet for a long moment. Then she reached across the table and took Anya’s hand. “We’ll discuss the binding after the vote,” she said. “Seventeen days. We focus on Brynmor first. On proving Alistair’s fitness. On protecting our position.” “And then?” “And then we talk about it seriously. All three of us. Every option. Every risk.” Elena squeezed Anya’s fingers. “Together.” Anya nodded. Something in her face eased. Relief, perhaps. Or simply the comfort of being included. Of being wanted. Alistair looked at them. His wife and his… what? Advisor? Ally? Something more, something without a name in any language he knew. His family. FOOLISH, Lysander observed. SENTIMENT MAKES YOU WEAK. SENTIMENT MAKES HIM HUMAN, Cassius replied. THAT’S THE POINT. YOU’RE ALL GOING TO DIE BADLY. WE’RE ALREADY DEAD. LET HIM LIVE. The ancestors argued. They always argued. But their voices were quieter now, muffled by the connection, dampened by the anchoring. Manageable. Sustainable. Perhaps even survivable. The sunset deepened. They moved to the window without discussion, drawn by the light. The solar faced west, and Winterdeep’s brief afternoon had given way to a display that seemed almost apologetic. Colors bleeding across the sky in waves of gold and crimson and a purple that looked like it hurt. As if the world was trying to remind them that beauty still existed. That hope was still possible. Three silhouettes against the fading light. Alistair in the center, taller than he’d been before the curse, his transformation marked in the set of his shoulders and the planes of his face. Elena to his right, composed and calculating even in stillness, Lady Vale in every line of her posture. Anya to his left, the scholar who’d become something more, her sharp edges softening in the amber glow. Seventeen days until the vote. Twenty-three scars mapping Alistair’s skin. Voices enough to fill a war council, quieter than they’d been in weeks but always present. Always waiting. And beneath everything, the patient satisfaction of something ancient and terrible, watching its plans unfold with the certainty of stone. “We can do this,” Elena said quietly. “Whatever comes. We can do this.” “Together,” Anya added. Alistair kept his eyes on the sunset. The light bleeding from the sky. The darkness gathering at the horizon. He thought about Corwin, sleeping in the nursery, afraid of the father who loved him. About the vessel thoughts he’d had in the tower, the calculations he’d made about his own son’s suitability for possession. About the secret he was keeping, the horror he couldn’t share, the first lie of omission that sat in his chest like a coal. He thought about Rowaan’s words. Every bond is a lever. Every anchor is a chain. And he thought about choice. About fighting. About the steadfast refusal to surrender even when surrender seemed inevitable. The ancestors wanted him to despair. Wanted him to see hope as a trap and love as a weakness and family as nothing more than handles by which he could be turned. But Alistair was Vale. Nineteen generations of stubborn, vicious, impossible determination ran in his blood. They had made him to break beautifully, yes. But they had also made him to fight. So he would fight. Every day. Every hour. Every moment. Not because he would win. He probably wouldn’t win. The curse was older than memory, patient as stone, and it had broken better men than him. But because fighting was what he was. What he chose to be. What he would remain until the very end, whenever and however that end came. Elena took his hand. Anya took the other. Three figures against the sunset. A family built from desperation. Holding together against the dark. Not knowing that the dark had already won. The light faded. Night gathered at the edges of Castle Vale. And somewhere in the depths of the old fortress, in chambers where a five-year-old boy slept with fear in his dreams and gold-flecked eyes in his nightmares, the future waited to be born. This is where hope lives. In the space between knowing and choosing. In the gap between the trap and the step taken into it, clear-eyed, because the alternative is dying alone. They will fight. They will love each other. They will build their fragile alliance and sharpen their desperate weapons and believe, with the terrible conviction of the brave, that resistance means something. And they will lose ground. Every day. A little more. The voices growing louder, the scars multiplying, the man inside the curse becoming harder to find in the wreckage of what the curse is making. This is not tragedy. Tragedy implies waste. This is harvest. The First Lord planted this hope. Tended it through twenty generations. Let it grow wild and stubborn and magnificent, because hope held on is the longest lever of all. The breaking will be beautiful. Not because beauty requires suffering — though suffering always comes. But because the ones who break most beautifully are the ones who refused to bend. His name is Alistair Vale. He is the nineteenth lord. The most resistant vessel in three hundred and fifty years. The one who found anchors. Who built walls from love. Who looked at the trap, understood it completely, and chose to walk into it anyway, because the people beside him were worth the cost. Rowaan has waited four hundred years for this particular vessel. The waiting is almost over. Three figures stand against the last of the light. A family that should not exist, built from desperation and cursed inheritance and the simple refusal to stop fighting. They are holding on. And holding on is what makes the breaking beautiful.
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